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Letter from the Editor 


Dawn of a new age... 


t’s that time of year again, when the industry personal favorite too—for what I'm getting at here. recession and a growing amount of good hard critical 
collectively stamps the “best of the year” label on A few months back he wrote that “for all the random thinking. Join as next month as we distill our very 
all those games that were The Best of the Year. roaming, there’s very little in the way of ‘real’ danger.” own, very spicy Play Brew Year in Review. And in the 
Play has typically reserved our giant year-in-review You can dissect that in several ways: it’s no minor mean time, farewell to another decade of gaming! _ 
coverage for after the holidays, taking time to process thing —at least to me. A lacking sense of real danger in 
the past 12 months and use a less hectic downtime a game like this is like conflict missing from a dramatic ~Brady Fiechter 
to dig into the many games—impossible to keep film, the intrigue missing from a murder mystery. 
up with half of them these days—we felt we might 
have individually missed or forgotten. But until then, Most of our biggest success stories are still 
the gears are already churning, oiled up on my end missing some key components needed for true 
by this month’s Developer Soundoff (page 10). _ greatness. Look at Assassin’s Creed 2, one of my 
favorites of the year, and its over-ambitions, iis slight 
it’s Brandon Justice’s top-five-of-the-year list at the end inelegance, a really good but inconsistent combat 
of the column that got me thinking about how a game > system, a decent enough Story but...well, it’s a video- 
can have a good deal of problems while still managing game story, you know how that goes these days. 
to be so much more satisfying than most everything 
else out there. The reasons can be many: personal Imagine what happens when we start seeing games 
taste, a real artistic soul at the center, a high-level that nail every part of their design, tell stories that 
developer so superior at key parts of their craft that the matter, and sweep us away in ways we are merely 


remaining imperfections are rendered background noise. getting glimpses of in a lot of these big, bold, fan- 
favorite AAA titles. 2009 was a curious, unpredictable 


Consider Justice’s pick of Shadow Complex—my and exciting year for gaming, all mixed up in a 
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We know you: Your idea of happiness is working crazy hours on the release of the new sci-fi 
shooter. To break into the competitive world of gaming and digital arts, you need more than 
passion and raw creativity. You need the techniques that only education can provide, including 
getting your hands on the hardware and software used in the industry. At The Art Institutes 
schools, we can help you channel your creative energy into the skills you need—and employers 
demand—to launch your career in the digital arts. And that means you can graduate with 

a portfolio of your best work, helping you reach the level that really matters. 


The Art Institutes” 


game.artinstitutes.edu | 1.800.592.0700 


Look into our bachelor’s and associate’s degrees in these areas: 


Financial aid available for those who qualify. 
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Sy Medal of Honor series leaves World War II for 
modern setting 


Left 4 Dead 2 sells 2 millions copies in first 2 weeks 


Nintendo, Microsoft, Sony all thrilled with their 
holiday hardware sales, all three are “winners” 


hether it be from actual influence or simply power (which he was successful in doing for 45 minutes). Xbox Live gets iPhone app 
f bl i ? h 
offer as an easy source of blame culled up by he reason He thought that by operating the different Nintendo seals back Wh prodictan 
blood-thirsty media, living out your favorite machinery he found there, he would receive a tooth 
video game in real life is typically not a good thing to brush. Now, yes, that seems to make very little sense; Robin Williams tells Jimmy Fallon he named his 
do; mainly because, more often than not, those games until we then tell you that Jan believed at the time that daughter after Princess Zelda 
h inspirati typi fill ith h living insi Hill. A ini ! 
chosen as inspira lon are typically ones filled wi e was living inside Silent nd, well, obtaining a ; Research by EEDAR claims marketing three times 
extreme levels of violence or chaos. tooth brush by solving a puzzle in the world of Konami’s 9 eva e a SHE Bl eCOce nSies 
In this case, things could have not had such a happy survival horror franchise isn’t exactly an off the wall idea. P 
ending; but as everything thankfully turned out okay in Jan was found not guilty in late October by a court PS2 goes on sale in Brazil 
the end, we then won’t feel quite as bad when we find who determined that he really hadn’t understood the full ; 
: Sunsoft acquires Nihon Telenet games library, 
some dark humor from this man’s adventure. consequences of his actions. The case ended with Jan ; 
Victor Ireland teams up to help bring select 
35-year-old Jan, a patient at Zwolle’s Sophia Hospital volunteering to undergotreatment; hopefully, forhissake, by eeliceaenda opie ence Bea 
in the Netherlands, was accused of entering the a medical staff with a little more bedside manner than Silent P ; 
hospital’s basement in order to shut down the building’s Hill’s big-bosomed faceless nurses. Michael Jackson said to have created some music 


for Sonic 3 


Microsoft bans third-party 360 memory cards, 


O bta i n f n ve a tooth 6 rus A manufacturer Datel says not cool and sues 


Nintendo posts an interview on their website 


by solvi ng Ps p TyaAls j n quoting Miyamoto from his visions back in the early 


days: “I went as far as thinking that jumping is an 


the world of Konamis original idea and that it should be patented” 
su rvival horror Sony hints at profitability by 2011 
franchise | isn't exactl 2 


By the time you read this, adhocParty for PS3 will be 
available for download in America through the PlayStation 
Store. Now you can play any “ad hoc only” PSP game 
online by linking your PSP to your PS3. (You'll need a 
wired connection to the internet, as the PSP and PS3 use 
their wi-fi to communicate with one another.) 

What does this mean? It means that all PSP Monster 
Hunter titles now have full online capability. Go to any 
one of a million youtube videos that walk you through 

the ridiculously laborious process of setting up an Xlink 
Kai account, or a Japanese PS3 account so you can use 
the Japanese version of adhocParty, and the examples 
given always revolve around the very human need to play 
Monster Hunter online. Well, as of November 20, every 
American Monster Hunter fanatic owes me one hundred 
velociprey hides. And / want my hides! 
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Gaming Gone By 
File #011 


words Eric L. Patterson 


For our eleventh edition of Gaming 
Gone By, we must hop in our virtual time 
machine and set the time circuits all the 
way back to the year 1947. 

Wait. What? 

For most of our looks back at the history 
of gaming, we’ve talked about events that 
haveoccurredinthe80s and 90s, theheyday 
ofthe rise of video games. Going back as far 
as the 70s? Sure, that too could be perfectly 
understandable, and not at all unheard of. 
But 1947? Surely electronic video games, 
either as areality orevenasaconcept, didn’t 
even exist back then, right? 


You might be surprised. 

On January 25th, 1947, apatent was filed 
for what many consider to be the first true 
interactive electronic game. Developed by 
Thomas T.GoldsmithJr.andEstleRay Mann, 
the project they had devised cannot fully be 
considered a “video game,” because there 
were no actual “video” signals generated 
as part of their design. Instead, the system 
employed a series of eight vacuum tubes 
Coe |¢-\\\'a- Me (0) Mee- EO tin (e:-lislele(-me-\mielel-) 
folks) e) Fem e)vmere alice) liare megi-m ecesjitle) alae 
and movement of the CRT beam. Taking 
Talsyo)i¢-tt(e)amice eam sels (eM A\cclmine-\er-lmelse)- Nice 
this dot represented a “missile,” one which 
would then be aimed at a variety of targets 
via a series of physical control knobs. 
yaNowr- (e110 (-1 me |¢-18) a) (exsmesele em sle)me\-mele-\ U8 
electronically, however, the game’s targets 
were all created by hand on a clear overlay 
that would be played directly on the CRT 
screen. 

Giving you, in essence, a playable 
electronic “game,” onewithhumancontrols, 
a need for some level of skill and thought, 
clear objectives, anda(rudimentary) method 


The first electronic game? 


fo) ey=) 1810-18) (> 

to determine a 

player’s success 

or failure at said 

objectives. 

While the 

effortsof Thomas 
: pa a Cre)eeniisntia 
Ue (#4 and Estle Ray 
Mann may seem extremely crude and 
low-tech compared to what would come 
even a few years later, their project (and 
its following patent filing) still stands 
as an important and groundbreaking 
moment in the development of what 
would become what we know today as 
the medium of video games. Though our 
beloved hobby is still relatively young 
compared to other forms of media and 
entertainment, the truth is its roots go 
back farther than most people even 
realize. 





Fans are a marketer’s dream audience. 
Easy to get riled up, fanboys mean repeat 
business, big opening weekends, and lots of 
purchasing power. That’s why Online Testing 
Exchange(OTX) and SoundThinkingNY puta 
lot of energy into the Fanboy FAQ, aresearch 
project aimed at identifying this core group. 
Whatthey found wasnotwhatthey expected. 
Firstly, FanboysarejustaslikelytobeFangirls, 
when it comes to movie, video-game, and 
music fandom. No longer the stereotypical 
40-year-oldvirgin,theseFanpeoplearesimply 
passionate consumers—A whopping fourty- 
five percent of fanboys are parents, which 
means they must have gotten it on at some 
point. Of course, if you’re reading Play right 
now, you’re probably nota stereotypical nerd 
... Which means you already knew this. 
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sani lea 
G WINNER 


ny way you slice it, it’s been a tough year in the 
Be: industry. Honestly, it’s been a tough 

year all over, but as the studio closings mount 
and the inevitable exercise of cyclical finger-pointing 
between developers, publishers and retailers begins, a 
simple notion rings true: despite countless claims to the 
contrary, we are hardly recession-proof. 

And while you could buy into any number of theories 
for the unexpected down-turn in sales, you can’t help 
but get the sense that there’s a simple explanation at the 
root of it all. 

My take? 

People are slowly but surely getting tired of the same 
old shit. 

Yeah, you could confidently claim that this was a ban- 
ner year for quality in our industry. Titles like Uncharted, 
Assassin’s Creed I] and Modern Warfare re-wrote the 
book on polish. Games like Borderlands and Dragon Age 
represent some of the best in breed in their respec- 
tive genres, and hey, DJ Hero and Ride proved that our 
industry has a long way to go before it exhausts all pos- 
sible ways in which to charge a consumer over $100 for a 
piece of plastic. 

But still, the point remains...consumers aren’t as stu- 
pid as you think they are, and whether we want to hear 
it or not, the way they’re spending their money could 
just as easily be about our lack of innovation as it is an 
economic downturn. 

As one of my designers recently put it, we seem to be 
stuck in a bit of a rut. We’re “putting lipstick on the pig,” 
and folks can smell it. But despite my unyielding love for 
all things baconated, his evaluation definitely hits home. 
We’re slowly but surely settling in to a period of under- 
whelming sameness. A time in gaming that seems to lack 
the sense of readily available wonder often found in the 
games of our childhood. 







Sure, the games all look better, but where, dear read- 
ers, is all the magic? Where’s the sense of discovery? 
That feeling in the pit of your stomach when you’re about 
to experience something epic? 

Somehow, these games feel different in that respect, 
and | often find myself appreciating their technical merits 
more than their sense of soul, and though it seems 
like yesterday, it’s been years since we stumbled upon 
the awe-inspiring antics of Shadow of the Colossus or 
cowered in the corner at the near-flawless fear factory 
that was Condemned. When you consider that they both 
came out in 2005, one can’t help but wonder why we’re 
not a little further down the road in terms of experience 
some 4 years later. 

It’s easy to say that we’ve lost our sense of imagina- 
tion. Our ability to pretend. That we simply grew up and 
lost our ability to innocently ingest the fantastic, but | 
think the simple truth is that while we’re getting good 
at doing what we know will sell, we’re getting terrible at 
aggressively attacking exactly what that is year-in and 
year-out. 

We’re so busy making massive products with endless 
hours of content, we forget about how easily top-notch 
production values could have changed everything. We’re 
so quick to copy big-budget cinema, we miss the boat 
on originality. 

And the thing is, while | loved some of this year’s best, 
most of them simply feel like better versions of games | 
played years ago. That’s fine if you’re a start-up looking 
to prove out your pipelines and find fat funding, but | 
guess | somehow hoped for more from 2009's bigger 
releases. 

| mean, the fact that the just the sound of Old Yeller 
getting shot was enough to fuck up 50% of America’s 
adolescents in the 1950s makes you wonder if an aimless 
airport massacre is really the best way to usher in a new 
era of emotional engagement. 


s 





words Brandon Justice 


Know what | mean? 

Anyways, | guess I’m just saying that, as we move 
forward, perhaps we should consider that less might 
actually be more. We didn’t quite get there in 2009, but 
we got closer, and that gives me a surprising amount of 
hope for the future. 

So until next year, here’s to less artificial hours, more 
meaningful moments. Less cookie-cutter quests, and 
more organic experiences. Less walking clichés, and 
more uncertain alliances. Less senseless violence and 
more personal demons. 

Until then, I’d like to take a little time to recognize 
the 5 games that best encapsulate the problem and the 
solution. They all ripped someone off , but they all did it 
in a way that almost made me forget that | care. That’s 
something, right? 

Batman: Arkham Asylum (PS3/Xbox 360) — So 
it turns out that when you mix a classic comic with 
Bioshock and Splinter Cell and you end up with the best 
Batman game ever. Who knew?!? 

Mafia Wars (Facebook) - Yes, really. While they may 
have had to shell out $9 million for ripping off Mob Wars, 
the Zynga’s use of social networking sites as a viral 
marketing tool was one of the most impressive marketing 
moves in video game history. 

MLB ’09: The Show (PS3) - It’s beautiful, it’s deep, 
it's MLB ’08 but way, way better. Strangely enough, it 
also happened to be my favorite sports game of 2009. 

Shadow Complex (XBLA)- | really liked this game 
back when they called it Metroid: Symphony of Drake’s 
Fortune, and the remake didn’t disappoint. Go play it, 
already. 

1 vs. 100 (XBLA)- Games shows are nothing new, and 
while this product is little more than a digital version of its 
real-world counterpart, it blazed a huge trail in competi- 
tive casual gaming in the console market despite a com- 
plete lack of motion-sensitive silliness. Impressive. 


My take? People are 
slowly but surely 
getting tired of the 
same old s**t. 
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With such a broad range of pricing and equally broad range of game types to choose from, the ten dollar tag on 
this Resident-Evil-meets-Call of Duty shooter doesn’t quite seem justified, but that may be getting stingy. Once you 
accept the control scheme—never quite feels like your in proper control of the action—the gritty presentation and 
high-level graphics smooth out the gameplay. Four-player support over wi-fi—we need more of this on iPhone. 


While the underrepresented and misunderstood Mirror’s 
Edge hasn’t gotten a concrete sequel announcement, 
at least fans get a continuation of the series with this 
forthcoming iPhone release. Mirror’s Edge is being 
billed as a side scroller, obviously pairing down the 
complexity of the console game for a handheld. We 
can’t wait for this one. 
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Are fail states a vestigial appendage of game design or an essential part of play? 





words John Constantine 


olioquial language is the best barometer for 
( cultural relevancy. Time was, the parlance for 

mocking failure was based on a physical game. 
“Do not pass ‘Go’, do not collect $200.” “You dropped 
the ball.” The other day, | actually heard a friend, when 
advising a someone not to break up with their girlfriend 
say, “Do not press start to continue.” There, in a nutshell, 
is how deep into the popular consciousness video 
game tropes have been driven. That said, it’s hard not 
to wonder if the phrase itself is relevant any longer, and 
if it is, should it be? Is the fail state, “dying,” good or 
necessary game design in 2009? 

Death seems like a given at first. Losing, and trying 
not to lose, is the point of playing a game, right? You’re 
following a set of rules to achieve a specific goal with two 
ultimate outcomes for your actions. You have to either 
win or lose, even if “loss” is simply failure to complete the 
game. A video game, though, doesn’t necessarily need 
to be a game at all. The medium may have been born as 
a simulation of tennis, but it’s outgrown the confines of 
sport in the past fifty years. You can see how the earliest 
games thrived on the duality of success, given that they 
were almost all coin-operated machines. After all, if 
you want to keep someone playing and spending more 
money, keep making him lose. Have the pong ball go too 
fast or the space invaders blow up your ship and make 
more money. Simple. By the mid-1980s though, when 
video games shifted to home computers and consoles, 
the necessity of fail states disappeared. If they’ve already 
bought the cow, you can’t really expect them to keep 
buying cartons of milk. 

Death stuck around, though. Super Mario Bros. would 
hardly be Super Mario Bros. without bottomless pits 
and murderous turtles placed just so across a stage, 
so it’s good that death stayed a part of design. But it’s 
strange that games have leaned so heavily on survival 
as a requirement since leaving behind their pay-per-play 
roots. If you don’t have to kill the player to make them 
keep playing, then why do it? Hosokawa Tokehiko asked 
himself that very question when he made Wario Land Il 
in 1998, and his answer was to say screw it. Instead of 
dying in Wario Land Il, you had to use enemies to access 
different parts of a given stage. Play was still satisfying 
without the fail state. But instead of triggering a new 
trend in design, Tokehiko’s game has remained an oddity. 

Two of 2009’s critical darlings make for an interesting 
case study of the death fail state. Uncharted 2 and 
Scribblenauts may be separated by a substantial 
technology and aesthetic gulf, but they are evolutionary 
cousins. They’re both, like Wario Land Il, descendants of 
early platformers like Super Mario Bros. In Scribblenauts, 
you must meet a requirement (collect the plants) or 
navigate to a specific point in the environment to earn a 
star. Uncharted 2 is simpler, in that you merely have to 


the sharks? A 


guide Nathan Drake from point A to point B, shooting 
mercenaries or climbing things as needed. In Uncharted 
2, death is the game’s prehensile tail, pushing its 
players through story and challenge. In Scribblenauts, 
death is more a rupturing appendix, that vestigial organ 
threatening to ruin an otherwise good time. 

Uncharted 2 deaths are narrative necessities that 
enhance the fundamental play. Nathan Drake has 
to shoot bad guys, but there are bad guys trying to 
shoot him. if a human being is shot enough times, in a 
somewhat realistically defined world like Uncharted’s, he 
has to die. Uncharted 2 sets off this narrative requirement 
by generously spacing out checkpoints where Nate’s 
miraculously brought back to life and time’s briefly 
rewound. The game’s creator, Naughty Dog, recognizes 
that the pleasure a player derives from the game is in 
the drama of success first, and technical mastery of the 
game’s controls second. 

Death is a welcome part of the game, where it’s an 
annoying party crasher in Scribblenauts. The meat of 
the game comes from creative manipulation of its object 
creator, testing the 
limits of what the 
game will allow 
you to make and 
then use in the 
world. There’s 
a pool of water 
with a shark in it, 
so what should | 
make to handle 


fisherman ora 
killer whale? How 
about a black hole 


that will consume 
the shark? 


Super Mario Bros. 
would hardly be 
Super Mario Bros. 


Vid atelUimelelace) gal css-s—1 
pits and murderous 
turtles placed just 
SO across a Stage. 








Obstacies like that seem to necessitate fail states in the 
game, but problems come up when it becomes clear that 
death is unpredictable in Scribblenauts. Yes, the shark 
might kill you, but so will a bee. You make a flyswatter to 
kill the bee, but the flyswatter is realistically proportioned 
to your body whereas the bee is not, so it doesn’t work. 


: That the world behaves unrealistically in a world where 


you can conjure a bottle of salad dressing from thin air 
isn’t a problem, but the sporadically realistic causes of 
death is. As the game’s real goal is solving a puzzle, not 
surviving, death has no place in the game. The problem 
would be solved by Wario Land Il’s approach; rearrange 
it so that protagonist Max can’t be killed and the stage’s 
stars can’t be destroyed. This way, the game is made 
smoother without fundamentally changing its physics or 
goais. 

So if it’s easy and prudent to work around death in 
cases like Scribblenauts, why does it persist? Part of the 
reason is everyone’s favorite scapegoat, the proliferation 
of low fantasy as video games’ go-to milieu. Swords, 
sorcery, sci-fi, and war are, whether we like it or not, 


' the focus of most video games, so fail states and death 


naturally proliferate. And the reason that those genres 
continue to be so common is another reason behind 
death’s continuing presence in design—it’s familiar. What 
worked in the past is what works today. Alternatives to 


' the norm, like Jon Blow’s time-bending in last year’s 


Braid, is a good solution, but limited in its application. If 
every game let you just rewind your mistake, every game 
would be Braid, and that would just be a new form of the 
design tyranny Biow’s always ranting about. The real 
solution is to just make your game without it first. See if 
it works without necessitating lives, continues, or even 
checkpoints. If it doesn’t, fine. If it does, your and your 
players’ attention can potentially turn to other, newer 
things. 

2009 has been a kind year to the medium, a year 


: that has reveled in subtle—if not innovation, that most 


dastardly industry buzz word—invention. There are 
exciting possibilities inside creations like Project Natal 
and The Beatles: Rock Band. Now we have games and 
game technology that bring us one more step closer to 


: the Holodeck dream, works that let us experience and 


preserve treasured art in wholly new ways. This year has 
also seen some of the finest, most elegant refinement of 


: the form’s classic modes and here, at the end of it, is the 


ideal time to reassess their achievements. Uncharted 2 
and Scribblenauts are two of the banner holders for 2009 
and how they treat devices like death—and shooting and 


: jumping and likable characters—are their most significant 


contributions to gaming progress. When you inevitably 
see them on “Best of” lists this month, remember the parts 


: that make up their whole. And let them excite you for the 


shape of game to come in 2010. play 
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“Slightly fruity, with hints of mushroom, and a blocky, robust finish. Pair 

with a dish of pasta, or enjoy with a princess. After rescuing.” Ok, so I’m no 
somnelier, but that’s how | imagine “Player 1,” the first offering of 8-bit Vinters, 
located in Walla Walla, WA. Says founder Mike 
James: “My wine is for anyone who spent time 
trying to save a princess or fit odd shaped blocks 
together. We may have never met, but we have 


That money that your grandparents slipped into your Christmas 
card isn’t going to spend itself, so why not treat yourself or even 
a fellow friend to a custom arcade stick outfitted with some of 
the best parts money can buy. No longer are the days where you 
need spend precious time and hundreds of dollars bidding on 
auction sites for a mediocre arcade stick that you’re just going 
to have to part out and upgrade yourself —those days are buta 
memory thanks to the good folks at Arcade in a Box, who offer 
everything you need to get you back in the game while playing more in common than we ever knew. So blow out 
at and looking your best. | that old Contra cartridge, give the NES a good 
Arcade in a Box also offers electronic gift cards too. So you can dust off, and pour yourself a glass.” Cheers! 

share the wealth by using your newly acquired Christmas money and converting it into 
an early birthday surprise for a friend. 





No one wants to enter a house of horrors and go trudging through buckets of blood and guts 
| withbare feet. The mere thought of mushy, dismembered and deformed body parts squishing 
| under my toes is more than enough to send chills up my spine. Not only is it disgusting, but 
| it’s downright unhygienic. Lucky for us, Namco and Globe Shoes have our backs...| mean 
our feet— covered with the Splatterhouse Superfly Hi shoes. These red and black hi-tops are 
based on the same sneakers Rick wears in the game. In gruesome true to form fashion, the 
Splatterhouse logo is sprayed and spackled across the outsole in blood red while the iconic 
Terror Mask stares deep into your soul from just above the top eyelet -- this is some serious 
footwear we are talking about here. Strap a pair on and get ready to unleash your inner 
Gallagher upon the hordes of the undead that await you. 


More colors than 
you can shake a 
stick at. 
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PC DATING-SIM 
GAMES FOR ADULTS 
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| | Nintendo DS 1.70M 
oe Wi 1.26M 
ee | | Xbox 360 819.5K 
| | PlayStation 3 710.4K 





| PlayStation Portable - 293.9K 





© Assassin's Creed 2 


| Assassin's Creed 2 
































| | Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 360 Activision Blizzard 4.20M 
, | Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 PS3 Activision Blizzard | 1.87M 
| | New Super Mario Bros. Wii Wii Nintendo 1.39M 
| | Assassin’s Creed 2 360 Ubisoft | 794.7K 
| | Left 4 Dead 2 360 EA | 744.0K 
| | Wii Sports Resort Wii Nintendo | 720.2K 
| | Wii Fit Plus Wii Nintendo 679.0K 
| | Assassin’s Creed 2 PS3 Ubisoft | 448. 4K 

| Dragon Age Origins 360 EA 362.1K 

| Mario Kart w/Wheel Wii Nintendo | 315.0K 
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Cryengine 3 


words Mike Griffin 


at=Milecimlacsitclilanlo al memele mece)aitialeliace miarie\-mOiazmiale|glone 
series was a very technical, under-the-hood perspec- 
tive with Crytek’s Michael Kopietz, the lead graphics 
programmer of Crysis and its forthcoming PC and console 
sequel. Though CryEngine 3 officially became licensable in 
late 2009, we mustn’t forget about CryEngine 2. Several CE 2 
projects entered production in ’07-’08 and will surface in 2010. 
As Aion demonstrated with CryEngine 1, a good older engine 
can still produce surprising results many years later. The same 
can be said for CryEngine 2, still clearly more powerful than 
most of this generation’s favored 3D tech, like Unreal Engine 
3 and Source. Only in the last year have we seen games— 
such as Uncharted 2—with visuals capable of competing. 
The engine is epitomized by Crytek’s own Crysis series, whose 
sublime visuals are matched by superb interactivity in sci-fi 
sandboxes where the fiercely versatile Nanosuit plays. As 
Crytek’s CEO Cevat Yerli mentions below, the upgrade path 
from CryEngine 2 to 3 is designed to be painless, and we expect 
many projects will begin migrating to CE 3. If you’re gunning 
for a 360 or PS3 game while thinking ahead to a sequel on the 
next generation of consoles (circa 2012-13), it’s a logical choice 
to move to CryEngine 3. This is the optimized Crysis-grade 
experience on consoles now, with total scalability for future 
consoles and imminent PC advances like DirectX 11. 
In Part Il we welcome back Mr. Kopietz alongside several 
of the most influential figures at Crytek, as we delve deeper 
into the beauty and adaptability of CryEngine 3, the powerful 
code driving one of 2010’s most anticipated sequels, Crysis 2. 











The whole engine is about high 


performance on PS3, 360 anda 
broad range of PC specs. 
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First demonstrated to fellow developers at Europe's GDC 09 by Crytek’s Technical Designer, Sascha Gundlach, 
CryEngine 3's new and improved Sandbox Editor is so efficient it’s possible to build a functioning game level in 45-minutes flat. 





INnTERVIELL 
CEO & President Crytek 


play: It boggles the mind that so many console 
players have never fired a round in a Crytek 
game. How does it feel, after so many years, to 
finally enter the console space with CryEngine 
3 and Crysis 2? 

Cevat: Actually, we’re very happy and excited to 
finally enter console territory with our latest engine, 
CryEngine 3. We always wanted to make products 
for consoles here at Crytek. Now with CE 3 we can 
finally offer our gamers a totally new experience 
extended to consoles. Gamers can experience the 
absolutely new kind of Crytek gameplay, which 
until now was exclusively reserved for PC gamers. 


What do you Say to fans that want you to 
release a compilation of Crysis for 360 and 

PS3 before Crysis 2? Is that even technically 
possible? Are you able to compile CryEngine 2 
code into CE3? 

[Laughs] We can’t comment on this. So let’s put 
the answer this way: We thought about a lot of 
different possibilities, looked into them, and now 
we just have to see what time will bring. But in 
general, CryEngine 2 and 3 are very similar in terms 
of architecture. While developing CryEngine 3 we 
tried to keep a kind of continuity regarding that. 
Nevertheless, CE 3 takes the experience to a whole 





new level and benefits from an enormous amount 
of progress. The whole engine is about ultra-high 
performance on PS3, Xbox 360 and a broad range 
of PC specs. 


We’re big fans of Free Radical, now the new 
Crytek UK. We’d love to see them work on 
thrillers like Second Sight, or rekindle some 
TimeSplitters-style shooters. How’s it going 
with these blokes? 

That’s actually a really good question. The UK guys 
are very excited to work with CryEngine and simply 
love it. They’re lending all their past experience 

and best of talent to create really exciting games. 
Unfortunately | can’t reveal more, but stay tuned... 


Free Radical used to develop its own internal 
engines, right? Have you been able to integrate 
any of this technology into the CryEngine 3 
pipeline? 

Yeah, you’re right: formerly Free Radical had its 
own internal engine. But a technological merging 
of their engine and our CryEngine didn’t happen. 
The only thing we of course make use of is the 
great experience and talent of their engineers. 
They’re constantly testing new ideas and add many 
improvements to the engine to make it even better. 





IMTEeERVIELU 
, Lead Graphics Programmer Crytek 
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play: Looking back to the first CE 3 demos, stuff like racing tracks, or even space battles 
scenes like the stunning Crysis 2-themed as well. 

urban battles. FPS developers in particular 

must be drooling. Can a 360 or PS3 console And you extend this multi-genre knowledge 
team take CryEngine 3, plug it in, and achieve to all your license partners... 

a similar level of sophistication as Crytek’s Our CryEngine 3 licensees enjoy the same high 
own games? quality support as all our own studios. | think 
Michael: Well, CryEngine 3 is not specifically Crysis Warhead, developed by Crytek Budapest, 
developed to show off one game we’re creating. is quite convincing proof that a new external 
That first GDC demo, for example, tried to team can develop a high quality game with 
demonstrate this by showing four different Crytek’s engine. I’m sure other veteran console 
settings: starting in a futuristic environment teams can reach the same level of productivity 
hovering above the city, and ending in a third- and quality that no other engine offers, 


; ; Championed by Crytek’s Art Manager, Michael Endres, and Senior Art Director, 
person RPG type level. We could have shown especially with our LiveCreate technology. 


Frank Kitson, the real-time color grading in CryEngine 3 is based on sophisticated lighting 
techniques that directors like Spielberg, Scott and Cameron have used for decades. 
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Nanosuit 2.0: your second skin in Crysis 2 
The events of Crysis proved to be the ultimate field test for Crynet Systems’ Nanosuit, as elite US 
Delta and North Korean forces clashed on an isolated island in Southeast Asia, facing extreme 
conditions. Just months after the Crysis incidents, the N1 became the favored armor for special 
forces across the globe. Four years later, in 2024, Crynet rolls out the first live mission deployment 
of Nanosuit 2.0, an indomitable combat chassis that supercharges the soldier within. 
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Nano fact: Viaximum Speed 
The full boost of Nanosuit 2’s speed mode propels the soldier ahead with frightening speed. Luckily the 
N2 immunizes the soldier against fear and fatigue. All physical and neurological states are monitored 
and dopamine and corticosteroid levels are regulated as the N2 anticipates and mitigates any 
debilitating stress—while maintaining optimal adrenaline and tricyclic levels for lightning fast reflexes. In 
the event of somatic damage, the N2 is capable of semi-autonomous takeover of regulatory functions. 
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with procedural destruction. Break everything, and use the broken pieces to 
break something else. CryEngine 3 happily crunches through comprehensive world physics 
with low-cost assistance from a PC or console’s multi-core processor. 





InTEeERVIELY 
R&D Lead Engineer Crytek 





play: In the first part of Inside CryEngine 3 we on PS3 most of these are running on SPUs. We 
talked about the engine’s excellent real-time have threads for rendering, threads for physics, 
cross-platform conversion, and now you have particles, sound and streaming, and various other 
an official name for it: LiveCreate. What’s the computations. Thanks to our sophisticated post 
primary task of LiveCreate? processing, on 360 we help balance performance 
Carsten: As one of the engine’s key productivity by dedicating more shader registers for pixel 
features, LiveCreate allows the instant work. On PlayStation 3, we employ predicated 
prototyping of levels, assets, and game play on rendering to prevent rendering the same 

your target console—all conveniently from your geometry in subsequent passes if it was found :% 
Sandbox PC environment. to be entirely invisible in an early pass. On both = — 
Can you talk about a few optimizations consoles we optimize; we re-use the depth buffer; = = : 
specific to each console? to determine if geometry is occluded before : : ee 8 aut “S 
There’s a boatload of them. On Xbox 360 we sending it to the renderer. But really, this is all just = . a Se 
utilize the six hardware threads to run tasks, and the tip of the iceberg! 
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Sten H . Lead Designer (Crysis series) Crytek 


play: From the lead designer’s perspective, 
compared to Crysis and Crysis Warhead on 
CryEngine 2, what more does CryEngine 3 
offer you in the realm of gameplay flexibility? 
Sten: Well, | think the biggest leap forward with 
CryEngine 3 is the raw speed with which we can 
iterate and improve our gameplay simultaneously 
across all three major platforms now. Our level 
designers only need to work on one version 

of a level, and then everything they do will 
immediately be playable on 360, PS3 and PC. 


Unreal Engine 3, for example, allows level 
designers and artists to build-out levels 
without too much reliance on programmers. 
Does CryEngine 3’s Sandbox editor offer 
similar advantages? 

Our engine has so many nice features that allow 
us to quickly try out our ideas, and the best 


is that with a quick keyboard shortcut—or by 
picking up a controller—we can switch between 
editing a level and actually playing and testing 
our changes right in the editor. | believe this is 
still the most valuable part of CryEngine 3. For 
example, when we change the properties and 
positions of fifty dynamic lights, or reconstruct a 
level to make it more fun, we can instantly test 
the changes without needing to wait precious 
minutes for a tedious compiling process to take 
place. 

How easy is it to get to grips with the 
CryEngine3 tools? 

That’s another strength of Sandbox: how quickly 
people learn to work with it and do cool stuff. | 
never stop being amazed. | always see this when 
| show our editor to people who have not worked 
with it before. Sandbox is simply fun to work 
with. Well actually, it’s fun to play with. 


...the absolutely new kind of Crytek 
gameplay, which until now was exclusively 
reserved for PC gamers. 


Cevat Yerli, CEO & President Crytek 








Nano fact: Meximum Armor 


Nanosuit 2’s honeycomb coltan titanium exoskeleton provides 32% more armor strength than the N1 
at half the weight. It’s fortified by a Rad-hardened ceramic epidermis with dynamic Faraday mesh for 
full EMP shielding across the patented Cryfibril artificial muscle. The N2 sustains thermoneutrality in 
the most extreme conditions thanks to heat exchanging carbon-niobium nanofiber, and a dual intake 
UV/hepafilter traps chemical particulates and kills unsafe biologicals down to 500nm. 
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“You want to plant another tree to see how great passing light- 


beams might look in some situation? You need to raise the terrain and paint a rock texture on 
it to hide an item? You want to change light and shadow settings, to add some rim lighting to 


a shader, or change the NPC behavior to follow the player till he returns what he has stolen? 
You can do all this simultaneously, on all platforms, with no reloading, no pre-computation for 
visibility culling or lightmaps, and immediately jump into the game to test it.’ — Crytek’s Lead 
Programmer, Michael Kopietz, describes CryEngine 3's instant cross-platform editing. 











Our level designers only need 
to work on one version of a 
level, then everything they do 
will immediately be playable on 
360, PS3 and PC. 





Who's that girl? 











Going global: Crytek has a vast develo 
studios in Frankfurt, Budapest, Kiev, SO 


extensive resources will drive the companys g 





pment matrix spread across 
fia, Seoul and Nottingham. These 
lobal expansion into 


console and MMO game development on CryEngine 3. 


IMTERVIEL 





play: Analysts predict that future consoles 
probably won’t arrive before 2012-13, 

thanks to the lingering recession. Console 
developers may now look at CryEngine 3 as a 
serious option for their send-off 360 and PS3 
projects. What do you Say to teams sitting on 
the fence right now, trying to decide whether 
to fall back on widely-used engines or try 
their hand at CryEngine 3? 

Carl: There is still a Jong lifecycle left in the 
current consoles, even beyond the launch of 

the future generation! Ultimately though, | would 
recommend that teams choose the engine 

that has the power and features to best suit 
their vision. CryEngine 3 enables developers to 
achieve incredibly high quality scenes and deep 
gameplay on all platforms; it has all the tools you 
need to make a AAA game out of the box, like 
advanced physics, Al and character animation to 
name but a few examples. 


You guys claim that CryEngine 3 is also ready 
for the next generation of consoles. Are you 
basing this on PC projections, assuming 
console hardware will mimic future PC 
trends? 

Our internal R&D department is at the forefront of 
this field—in some cases we’re even helping to 
define the direction of new graphics and gaming 
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Nano fact: Maximum Tactics 


CryEngine 3 Global Business Manager Crytek 












technology. Nobody knows for certain what the 
next-generation will hold, but the harbingers 
of future technology are visible right now. For 
CryEngine 3, we look at facts and trends in 
the industry and advances in current research, 
then make solid predictions. It’s not as simple 
as assuming that current PCs equals next-gen 
consoles, but clearly multi-core and parallel 
computing is on its way, and will be the basis 
of future hardware. We’ve seen this future and 
CryEngine 3 is ready for it! 


Most MMO developers are pretty skilled when 
it comes to generating great artwork within 

a lower spec ceiling. Has the MMO part of 
CryEngine 3 benefitted from the optimizations 
for consoles, in terms of reaching high level 
visuals with lower system resources? 

A massive amount of work on CryEngine 3 has 
been about these optimizations. Our vision and 
target for optimization was to achieve a level of 
quality equal or beyond Crysis on all supported 
platforms. This work ultimately benefited all our 
licensees; the better we optimized, the more 
content they can realize. At the same time, for 
the challenging world of MMOs, especially in 
territories with lower standard PC specs, the 
work we’ve been doing on CryEngine 3 has been 
a total game changer. 


Nanosuit 2 feeds the soldier concise real-time tactical telemetry in visible wavelengths with a 60X optical 
zoom, from hundreds of GPS sources, and up to six thousand channels (ranging from acoustic, to EM, 
to pheromona)), directly into the brain via visual cortex interface. All calculations are assisted by a non- 
sentient biochip and Crynet’s proprietary nanocircuitry pipeline, powered by a parasitic blood-glucose 
infusion. The helmet’s rebreather and electrolysis unit permit seamless water immersion. 





Many thanks to Cevat, Michael, Carsten, Sten and Carl for another maximum dose of CryEngine 
enlightenment! Hopefully we’ve helped to convince more of our developer readers to take a serious look 
at CryEngine 3 for future titles. As players, this is the sort of technology we want to see in the hands of 
the industry’s best and brightest. In any case, we’ll soon have at least one spectacular showcase of the 
engine in Crysis 2, destined to be an action spectacle of epic—and Nano—proportions. 











fMassEfiect2 System: PC, Xbox 360 Developer: BioWare Publisher: Electronic Arts Available: January 26, 2010 











BioWare's goal Is to guide you through the 
darker nooks and crannies of this sci-fi life, 
forcing you to ask questions about good 
and evil, and more importantly, providing 
choices to forge a safe path for humanity's 
role in the new, unfriendly universe. 


he massive dichotomy that runs through Mass 
Effect 2 goes like this: “Shepard lives,” “Shepard 
is dead.” You’ve heard about Commander 
Shepard, but by now there is something you 
need to know about the returning lead character 
from BioWare’s 2007 action-RPG Mass Effect. 
Commander Shepard dies and he returns from 
the dead. 

During a recent trip to BioWare’s Edmonton, 
Canada studio, | spent a full day watching 
demos and playing through a handful of levels 
of Mass Effect 2, the sequel to 2007’s ground- 


breaking game, and to my surprise (spoilers 
ahead), Shepard is killed—and comes back to 
life. 

In the second chapter of the planned 
trilogy, Mass Effect 2 (due on January 26, 
2010, i.e. this month!) is clearly The Empire 
Strikes Back episode of the three. It’s the dark, 
confrontational chapter that bridges our current 
understanding of Mass Effect with cold, hard 
realities that undermine our established notions 
of this universe. Shepard, revived from the dead, 
is tougher, harder, and personifies a streak of 
existentialism that runs through Mass Effect 
2 centering on the dark forces at play in the 
universe. BioWare’s goal is to guide you through 
the darker nooks and crannies of this sci-fi life, 
forcing you to ask questions about good and 
evil, and more importantly, providing choices to 
forge a safe path for humanity’s role in the new, 
unfriendly universe. 


The Existential Commander Shepard 

In one of the earliest missions of the game you 
take control of Shepard who, while on his ship 
the SSV Normandy, becomes the sole casualty 
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Mass Effect 2 takes place in the year 2185 
relgre Milareomelal=) er-100 Mie-\U=11 1810 me (=\> OM alco arclecien 
lawless planets and environments unlike 
those found in the first game. There are 
dozens of locations he’ll visit. You’ll start 

in the Cerberus space station and spend 


aalecovamtlan(=Me)amia-mal-\U\mlalicere eee m@laal— ere! 
space station. The Omega is a mining 
operation that’s become so big it looks like a 
metropolis built onto the back of a massive 
asteroid—that’s part of an even bigger 
asteroid belt. You’ll travel to the planet 
Korlus to acquire Grunt in the level The 
Warlord, and in another mission you'll visit 
iiatom acevo r-lamare)aniom e)(- lam ar-lan(—e mn LU lear<lal coe 
You'll also visit the idyllic planet Ilium, the 
Citadel, and a prison station called Purgatory 
(where you’re likely to acquire the biotic 
Subject Zero), among other places. 





when his vessel mysteriously crashes. And 
Shepard dies. According to executive producer 
Casey Hudson, the rogue black ops group 
known as the Cerberus (which played a minor 
role in Mass Effect 1) believes Shepard is worth 
reviving at any cost. Mass Effect 2 starts two 
years after the original (in 2185), and it’s during 
those years that Cerberus—in an elaborate 
and enormously expensive endeavor called the 
“Lazarus Project” —reconstruct Shepard from 
the smallest DNA cell to a fully-formed soldier. 
The once shining beacon of humanity, Shepard, 
is reborn. 

Fresh from the medical ward, Shepard—and 
the player—learns a lot in a short time. The 
second mission serves as a tutorial. Having a 
tutorial for a complex game such as Mass Effect 
2 is anice change. First, it puts your “rebirth” 
into perspective. Project Lazarus’s chief medical 
officer Miranda Lawson, a beautifully conceived 
digital version of actress Yvonne Strahovski 
(“Chuck,” “Headland”), and her security chief, 
Jacob, instantly prove their military worth (after 
having proved their medical worth) by teaming 
up to save you from a breach in the facility. 
They become the first two of the 10 potential 


After all, how can you be anything but 
grateful and loyal to the people who 
revived you? 


members of your squad. You learn that because 
of the Normandy’s crash, the Citadel Council 
and everyone else in the universe consider you 
dead...whether you like it or not, which shifts 
your loyalties early on. After all, how can you 

be anything but grateful and loyal to the people 
who revived you? 

As you’re brought up to speed with the 
game’s new premise, it becomes clear Shepard 
must voyage into the darker, seamier depths 
of the universe to stop a force far deadlier to 








humankind than the first game’s central enemy, 
the Reapers. The most visible enemies in ME2 
are the Collectors, an insect-like race that’s 
recently wiped out several small human colonies 
and experimenting on them for unknown 
purposes. As BioWare has cleverly revealed 
since E3 2009, there is a bigger threat behind 
the Collectors, and that’s exactly what you'll root 
out when you play the game. 


The Normandy 2.0 
Shepard was the only human to die in the 
Normandy’s crash. But his death brought the 
destruction of the faithful spacecraft the SSV 
Normandy. The new SSV Normandy SR-2 
is your new ride. It’s sleeker, better looking, 
features new, super cool functionality, and it’s 
populated with all the characters from ME1 
(depending on whom you let live or die in ME1). 
“The new Normandy is more vibrant, colorful, 
and alive than before,” explains Hudson. It’s not 
only the better lighting, but the crew itself that 
brings life to the vessel. Among the returning 
characters are pilot Jeff “Joker” Moreau (voiced 
by Seth Green), Ashley Williams or Kaiden 
Elanko (depending on choices made in ME1), 
Garrus Vakarian, Conrad Verner (also dependent 
on choices made in ME1), Urdnot Wrex, 
Navigator Pressly, and Tali’Zorah nar Rayya. 
You'll recruit the salarian scientist Mordin, 
a biotics research scientist who’s willing 
to occasionally give up a life or two for the 
advancement of science. This character 
trait proves important. As part of the game’s 
improved exploration aspects, Shepard won’t 
just visit planets to see what’s there (like in 
ME1), he’s likely to find blueprints to obscure 
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but valuable weapons. Each time you find a 
blueprint, talking to Mordin will reveal new facets 
to the weapon, onto which you can add new 
parts. 

A new character by the name of Yeoman 
Chambers becomes an integral part of the 
crew, as your personal assistant. While gamers 
generally admit they have short attention spans, 
Chambers’ functions go deeper than simple 
post-it notes. For instance, after a massive 
battle that opens up new missions, levels you 
and your squad up, and loads your rifle with 
incendiary ammo, forgetting about the little 
folded paper in your pocket sounds pretty 
plausible. Upon returning to the Normandy, 
Chambers will remind you to go see Mordin with 
your new item. Perhaps equally important, she'll 
also remind you to talk to other crew members, 
giving you a heads up about a change in status 
or a potential new relationship aspect to explore 
(and this is the Mass Effect trilogy, so we are 
talking about love interests here). Chambers 
essentially economizes the previous requirement 
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to doggedly survey the entire crew one-by-one. 
In short, she makes your game life, both virtual 
and real, more efficient. 

The Normanday is also upgradable. Just like 
in the first ship, you’ll get a command deck 
to determine where your next mission is. But 
you'll also get a full 3D holographic look at the 
Normandy to give you context for the ship’s 
enormous size, and to show you where to 
upgrade various parts, such as weapons, armor, 
and engine modifications throughout the game. 

How will upgrading the Normandy affect 
gameplay? “Like in the first game, Mass Effect 
2 features the Normandy in huge cinematic 
space battles where it’s seen doing spectacular 
maneuvers as a major point in the story,” 
explained Casey Hudson. “To bring more 
player choice into those moments, they are 
now comprised of a variety of situations and 
outcomes that result from how well-equipped 
the ship is.” In other words, upgrade the 
Normandy at every chance you get! With 
Shepard’s life/death used as a central theme, 
and his core mission essentially a suicide run, 
you can be sure that upgrading the Normandy 
will be a key factor in Shepard’s survival. 

With all the retrofitting to the Normandy 


2.0, BioWare has loosened up the ship a little. 
Whereas the quarters in the first Normandy were 
military and spare, your new digs resemble a 
decked-out crib. Your room is bigger. It features 
a fish tank, a computer, and models. Yes, 
models. After each trip you can add new fish to 
the tank and buy new vehicle models to hang 
from your ceiling, just for fun. These additions 
were made in part as a response to fans who 
ended up with extra money and nothing to 
spend it on in ME1. Of course, you also own 

a computer to check email for news, updates, 
and communiqués. Hudson readily admitted 
Easter Eggs can be ferreted out in the new 
quarters, adding that Chambers will regularly 
visit the room to feed your fish. | wondered out 
loud whether there was anything more beyond 

a professional relationship between Shepard 
and Chambers, but Hudson just smiled and kept 
talking. 


It’s amazing to think that the first Mass Effect, 
only two short years ago, was a cutting edge 
piece of code. When first shown, gamers of all 
ilks stood in awe of the game’s rich presentation 
and the flawlessly animated characters that 
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Just like Mass Effect 1, Mass Effect 2 is 
based on a six class system involving three 
basic classes and three hybrid classes. 

The three pure classes include the soldier 
(Sjelsreit-liv4ialemiamic:=10le)alayj mmtal=m-(0(>) 0)! 
(specializing in biotics, i.e. telekinetic/Force- 
like powers), and the engineer (Specializing 
in manipulating machinery). The three hybrid 
classes include the vanguard (a mixture of 
adept and soldier), the infiltrator (soldier/ 
engineer), and the sentinel (engineer/adepi). 
Each class provides a significantly different 
play style. The 10 different squad mates 
deliver unique blends of each class. For 
instance, the assassin Thane is a mixture 

of soldier, engineer, and biotic user, while 
Miranda Lawson is close to an adept. 
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Over the summer, BioWare sent mixed 
messages about whether there would be a 
PS3 version of Mass Effect 2. At one game 
conference, one online source captured co- 
founder Greg Zeschuk talking directly about 
the PS3 version. But apparently, there is no 
PS3 version...for now. When asked about its 
existence, EA’s spokesperson said, “Mass 
Effect 2 is slated for release on PC and Xbox 
360.” When asked again, the same line 

was delivered. Given that EA is a multiple 
platform publisher and the potential of Mass 
Effect 2’s selling capabilities, we’ll go ahead 
and speculate, unofficially of course, that 
three to six months down the road after the 
Xbox 360 and PC version’s release, you'll 
see a PS3 version. 


blinked, nodded, smiled, and gesticulated like 
human beings more than any game before it. 
But pick up Mass Effect today and it looks 
antiquated. The environments are pale and 
dull. The loading times, slug-like pace of the 
elevators, flickering textures, and other little 
graphic hitches (like stuttering screens) leap 
out like warts on the arse of a Miss America 
contestant. 

Aware of the first title’s shortcomings, 
BioWare’s programmers and artists went to 
work on Mass Effect 2, tweaking the game code 
and bringing the sequel to life. Technically and 
artistically, Mass Effect looks totally new. If you 
played the first game, the first thing you'll notice 
is the effective obliteration of technical issues. In 
the near final version we played, textures loaded 
instantly, the game ran at a steady 30 frames per 
second, and little things like stuttering screens 
just didn’t happen. 

Hudson explained that the oft-ridiculed 
elevator rides (which could take longer than an 
actual elevator traveling to just one floor—l’ve 
timed it) were BioWare’s way of loading the next 
section, but also its way of showing gamers 
just how enormous the environments were. In 
the sequel, elevators return. They’re faster, but 
not always instant. Hudson’s explanation: “We 
realize nobody wants to wait in an elevator, so 
we have made them much faster. But we also 
show you where you’re traveling from and to 
with an animated 3D hologram that visually 
demonstrates how far you’re moving to provide 
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context.” Looks like we might still have to wait 
a tiny bit in the sequel, but the rides will be a lot 
presied 

_ Within seconds of the first battle, the new 
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oe it These little jp rerges create faster- 
_ paced battles and open the game for you to 
_wield heavier weapons like grenade and rocket 
launchers. 


_ The other thing you'll notice is how much 
aner, crisper, and darker every aspect of 





ME? looks. The art direction delivers gritty, 


dank environments. And one of the main 
improvements is the contrast between dark 
environments and consciously lit objects. 

In the same way that Konami's Zone of the 
Enders delivered beautifully designed mecha 
with elaborately colored exteriors, sort of 
like a Hasbro Lite Brite kit, ME2 tries its best 
to create a similar light show. For instance, 
in conversations, you'll see lit-up scars on 
Shepard's face contrasting against dark 
hallways and caverns. In a neat visual affect 
based on negative moral choices, Shepard’s 
scars and implants will actually worsen over 
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lf you’ve played the first Mass Effect, code 
in the sequel will read your save file and 
affect your experience. The effects are minor, 
occurring mostly on a personal level, so new 
users won’t lose out on anything major. New 
users will get a full back-story and start with 
a new customizable character. Mass Effect 

1 users however, will see that actions in 

the first game will affect relationships in the 
second. Your ME1 save file will show offers 
different scenarios to gamers depending on 
whom you let live, Kaiden or Ashley, whether 
or not the player kills Wrex or Virmire, your 
decision to save the Citadel Council, your 
love interests, whether you killed or let live 
the Rachni Queen, your attitude toward 
Conrad Verner, and whether you chose 

to complete the side-quest UNC: Asari 

Yl e)(e)aat-\ey A nw ar-laleliel me) meltal~ meiale)(e— me) mY | = 
players, such as determining your physical 
appearance, and whether you played Mass 
Effect Galaxy, also come into play. 





time. “We completely re-coded the lighting 
systems for Mass Effect 2,” explains Hudson. 
This contrast shows up in every character’s 
outfit, in every battlefield and hallway, and in the 
new Normandy. 


Good developers always look for new ways 

to improve sequels, and in order to improve 

the highly trafficked menu systems in ME1, 
BioWare required a menu overhaul for ME2. 
During development, the team realized that 
stuffing more options into the character menus 
just didn’t work; so it split them up. You’ll find 
weapons lockers in the Normandy, but also in 
non-combat areas throughout the game. They’re 
more efficient, with an image of the weapon 
next to a descriptive line of its functions. There 
are new separate squad menus and armor 
lockers, too. By separating the menus, BioWare 
uncluttered them, streamlined each one without 
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losing any of the important modification and 
tweaking—options that too often get left on the 
cutting room floor in the name of “streamlining.” 

Improving the powers and weapons wheels 
were also high priorities. BioWare has now 
mapped three weapons to face buttons (up from 
one mapped weapon in ME1), so once you’ve 
configured (and if you remember) them, you 
can generally avoid pulling up the menu wheel. 
But the menu wheeis themselves prove more 
useful than before. If you’re a vanguard (soldier/ 
biotic) in a battle, you switch between powers 
and weapons, but it’s not always clear which 
weapon or power is best deployed against new 
enemies. When you pull up the menus it stops 
the action and enables you to pick a weapon or 
power. By aiming the reticule at an enemy, the 
game indicates whether that weapon or power 
works using a binary color system, which you 
can then initiate from the menu. The result is a 
clean and smart improvement that works well 
in battle. 

Picking a squad is also crucial to how you 
want to experience ME2. Because the sequel’s 





design incorporates little inspirations from 
Gears of War’s cover system and Call of Duty 
Modern Warfare’s controls, BioWare also had 

to adapt its approach to squad controls. Now, 
you Can command crew members individually. 
Ungrouping your squad is a key tactic because 
the variety of enemies is more distinct and 
powerful this time. In an early level called 
Freedom’s Progress, | used the Dpad to spread 
my team to split the enemy fire, enabling me 

to flank unsuspecting enemies. Pressing left 

or right on the Dpad selects a squad member, 
which you can direct to take cover or attack 

an enemy. The cover system is less sticky than 
Gears of War, and the squad system feels a 
little like Ghost Recon (a good thing). Luckily, 
your squad doesn’t shoot like a Star Wars storm 
trooper. They will actually pick off enemies while 
you’re commanding the field. 


Perhaps what’s most impressive about ME2 
is that it’s now a respectable shooter through 
and through. If the first game felt like an RPG in 
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transition toward the shooter genre, ME2 feels 
like it’s arrived. That doesn’t mean BioWare 
has given up its RPG background in favor 

of shooters (see Dragon Age: Origins if you 
had any doubts). It just means the Canadian 
developer has finally reached a sweet spot 
blending a shooter with an RPG, a decidedly 
tough thing to do well. 

The telling signs appear everywhere. Your 
squad now comprises functional sharp-shooters 
that you can command individually to spread 
the attack. The new missions incorporate 
battlefields littered with useful cover objects. 
And the shooting itself feels good—really good. 
During the early level The Professor, in which 
Shepard must connect with Mordin to clear 
up an alien-killing virus, you'll start seeing 
how rifles, shotguns, and grenade launchers 
physically affect enemies. 

Blast a pistol shot into an enemy and he'll 
grab it in pain. Pummel an enemy robot with a 
shotgun blast and cover your eyes as its leg is 
blown off. Then you’ll see it crawl toward you in 
one last desperate attempt to kill you. Enemies 
are blown back by forceful shots, and if they 
catch on fire they’ll desperately try to extinguish 
it. Equip a sniper rifle and watch how it requires 
skill to target skittering enemies. “We decided 
that for Mass Effect 2, players’ skills should 
be tied to the weapon, not their experience or 
class,” said Producer Jesse Houston. The result 
is that nailing head shots takes practice and 
that unlike a limb or body shot, a head shot is a 
one-shot kill. “Headshots are tough, but if you 
get one, you’re rewarded for your skill with that 
weapon.” 


When the long demo session ended, | knew | 
had just witnessed something special. BioWare 
always seems to have learned from previous 
game experiences and pours those lessons 

into its next game. Mass Effect 2 feels like 

the culmination of years of experience, where 
hundreds of minds cooperate on a product that 
everyone loves. The story takes its dark, Empire 
Strikes Back turn, Shepard’s very existence 

is put into question, and he still has to forge 

a new path for humanity in what has become 

a less and less friendly universe. BioWare’s 
painstaking efforts to improve both its shooter 
and RPG elements, and smooth out the blend 
between them, are alive and kicking during the 
bigger, burlier battles. And in the end—from 
everything | saw and played— Mass Effect 2 
has all the makings of an erudite masterpiece of 
storytelling, shooting, and RPG gameplay. It’s a 
concoction | can hardly wait for. »! 
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iving this one some coat. 





words Heather Anne Campbell 


f you’re like me (and | know you are), you 

probably spent much of your young adult- 

hood hating the Road Runner. Watching 
Wile E. Coyote get the grass kicked out of 
him every Saturday morning was not cartoon 
comedy; it was hateful, horrible stuff. Witness- 
ing that wild dog get denied his meal week after 
terrible week fueled a young, angry anxiety on 
my couch. God, | hated that stupid bird. We’re 
talking an emotional rage that fell somewhere 
between war and sex. Kill that meep-meeping 
maniac, Coyote. Kill him! 

Alas, Coyote never got his dinner, never got 
his revenge. And | grew up into an misfit girl 
who played fighting games and took karate 
classes just so | could punch something. | yelled 
at furniture. | shredded paper with my teeth. | 
started watching anime, because | wanted the 
bad guys to win once in a while—and Saturday 
Morning Cartoons never had the bite | needed. 

Okay, SO maybe you’re not exactly like me. 
But the team at Artificial Mind & Movement 
(A2M) are. They’re the developers behind 
Naughty Bear, an upcoming sandbox mischief 
game set in a world of happy animals and candy 
architecture. From the dissonant harmonies of 
the opening title theme, you know that Naughty 
Bear isn’t going to be another chance for the 





cute critters to sing their way into the sunset. 
No, Naughty Bear is our Wile E. Coyote, and 
this time the Road Runner is going to pay. 

Our preview was a very, very early, build, 
but the scope of the game is beginning to take 
shape. The first level opens with a birthday 
party, and Naughty Bear hasn’t been invited. 
“Perhaps,” says the cheeky British voice-over, 


“it’s because you've been too naughty recently.” 


Adding insult to injury, two of Naughty’s 
neighbors show up to taunt him. 

So, Naughty Bear heads home, dragging his 
feet like he’s hungover. “If | were you,” says the 
invisible Brit, “I’d throw that present in the fire. 
And go do something about all this nonsense.” 
Naughty Bear arms himself with a blade, and 
gets ready to knife the stuffing out of everyone. 
It’s going to get grizzly. 

But Naughty Bear isn’t just about stabbing, 
or shooting, or hitting. What makes Naughty 
unique is that the game is about anguish and 
stress. You accumulate points for how much 





fear you spread in your bear community. It’s 
not just violence; it’s bearrorism. Naughty Bear 
can scare individual bears, or tamper with the 
environment. He can set traps. Screwing with 
a public phone, for example, draws out nearby 
bears. Naughty hides in the woods until he 

can unleash his rage. Terrify one bear, and he 
might go get help; scare two bears, and you've 
got a score multiplier. Frighten them into total 
insanity, and then it's time to gun them down or 
gut them—using the right trigger to unleash a 
special death animation for each bear. 

In other words, your goal isn't just destruc- 
tion. It's sabotage. Completion doesn't just 
come from clearing mission goals, but from 
complicated manipulation of the world. Cos- 
tumes aren't just bonuses; they unlock different 
stats for Naughty. A police bear costume will 
net you different strength or agility levels than 
Naughty's standard birthday suit. And each 
costume may be useful on different parts of 
Perfection Island, which is Naughty Bear's 


You accumulate points for how 
much fear you spread. It’s not 
just violence; it’s bearrorism. 


Liberty City. There are twenty-eight levels to 
unlock, and each section of the island has a 
different set of unique environments, from ports 
to discos. We'll Know more about Naughty 
Bear's world when the game comes to our 
offices, but until then, we're very anxious to get 
our paws on it. There's nothing like finally giving 
that Road Runner the smart end of a baseball 
bat. 


Beat the stuffing 
out of him! 
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A unique brand of 
organized chaos. 





System: PS3 Developer: Zipper Interactive Publisher: Sony Available: January 26, 2010 





AG is the well-hyped PS3 exclusive 

first person shooter that features 

two-hundred-and-fifty-six player 
simultaneous online battles. Now, | know what 
you're thinking. It’ll be chaos! Anarchy! Mad- 
ness! It’s hard enough getting your eight-man 
squad to do something in concert; how the 
hell are we going to be able to coordinate 
one-hundred-and-twenty-eight people!? 

Add to this that each character follows 

his own level progression, and everyone can 
upgrade a unique set of armor and weapons? 
Insanity! Not to mention that each character 
can be visually unique! Why, we’re not looking 
at a war game; we’re looking at a mob scene! 


Thankfully, the thinkers at Zipper interactive 
have some pretty cool solutions I’d like to 
introduce you to. See, MAG isn’t going to be 
a psychotic free-for-all, and that’s because of 
levelling. Levelling isn’t just the trophy to keep 
you playing. It’s also a reinforcement system. 
Because of the incentive of levelling, each player 
is going to want to follow orders, to carry out 
objectives. That’s because when you follow 
orders, you get more experience points. When, 
say, a squad captures a bunker that has been 
assigned to them, they get levelling bonuses. 
And levels mean gear, stats, upgrades. 

There are three main factions in MAG, which 
is set in a future wherein private companies 
control the war movements between nations 
in a shadow conflict. SVER, Raven, and Valor 
are your three choices for combat companies, 
and each has its own weaponry and outlook. 
SVER is like the Mad Max of MAG, with taped- 
together pistols and grunty gear. Raven are the 
tech-geeks, with high-powered guns and a sleek 
presentation. Valor? Why they’re standard stuff, 
more recognizably modern than the other two, 
and more balanced because of it. Upgrading 
each group comes with experience, and bonus 
experience comes from assigned objectives. 


‘in Play Mag. | 


Assigning these objectives, either to eight- 
man squads, four-squad platoons, and four- 
platoon companies, are officers. Officers are 
a pretty great MAG idea. After hitting a certain 
level, every player can elect to become an 
officer. A good officer is going to coordinate 
his team effectively, receiving leadership 
bonuses in return. And a great officer will 
spend those points on squad bonuses, giving 
stat increases to his team to reinforce their 
behavior. If everyone cooperates, everyone is 
rewarded. If chaos reigns, then not only does a 
team lose ground, but they also lose bonuses. 

So, you see? MAG may be massive, but it’s 
not unregulated madness. By rewarding group 
thinking, Zipper aims to drive cooperation. Sud- 
denly, you’re not looking at eight-man squads, 
but a group functioning as an individual. With 
strict structure rewarded between platoons, a 
pair of great officers are controlling a match not 
between one-hundred-and-twenty-eight person 
clouds, but two morphing bodies, the strategic 
products of two military minds. MAG’s not an 
action game; it’s a chess board, and we're 
the pieces. Only, it’s a very large chess board. 
And the pawns have a lot of grenades. piay 


MAG features256-player simultaneous 
online battles. Now, | know what you re 
thinking: It'll be chaos! 
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words Matt Cabral 


System: PS3, 360, PC Developer: 4A Publisher: THQ Available: TBA 2010 


on’t let the rifle-clutching hands and 
[) screen-centered cross-hair fool you; 

Metro 2033 is far from your typical first- 
person shooter. Sure, it’s got guns galore, frantic 
firefights, and a familiar camera perspective, 
but its developer, 4A Games, has much more 
in mind for their debut title. Just as much as 
lighting up your HD display with muzzle flashes 
and blood-spewing bad guys, they’re focused 
on unspooling a gripping yarn. Inspired in part 
by 2K Boston’s narratively rich BioShock, they 
want Metro 2033’s action to complement the 
story, not the other way around. 

With this in mind, 4A and publisher THQ 
started with the story concept first by partnering 
with Russian author 
Dmitry Glukhovsky 
to adapt his same- 
named novel. 

Enormously popular 

in his homeland, 
where a sequel was 
recently released, 

an English language 
adaptation will be 
arriving stateside 
before the game hits 
early next year. The 
premise of the book 
and game is simple, yet 
undeniably captivating; 
Moscow is obliterated 
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Subway to nell 


by an unexplained nuclear attack, and the 
surviving populace take refuge in the city’s vast 
underground subway system. Fast-forward 

20+ years, and our protagonist, Artyom—who’s 
lived his entire life below the surface—is tasked 
with protecting his people from the mutations 
that have been brewing above ground since the 
nuclear winter set in. 

Metro 2033’s focus on building a story rather 
than a body count is apparent as soon as your 
set loose in its village-like bunker. Having made 
the most of their post-apocalypse lives, civilians 
go about their business just as they would in 
any other small town. Shopkeepers peddle 
their wares, children run, laugh and play, and 








those old enough to remember life before the 

attack, gather to reminisce about better days. 

While freely exploring this bustling subterranean 2 
culture, you’ll also prepare for your meeting 

with the human-hungering mutants. Referred to 

as Dark Ones, the grotesque creatures are no y 
Ke) ate (=) rere) ait=iaim com ar-\V-m\V(e sere) Moe=10 gre (emo ce) : 4 


themselves, and have begun hunting for fresh 
meat in the Metro. As you visit various black . 
market dealers, you’ll acquire guns and gear to 7 
take with you into the forbidden tunnels. Utilizing . 
a potentially interesting economic system, you'll 
purchase items with ammunition, the game’s 
currency. If implemented carefully, this mechanic 
could add a nice layer of strategic decision 
making when you’re upgrading your gear; do 
you cash in all your bullets for that powerful 
new death-dealer, only to deplete your stockpile 
of the very ammo that could be used in your 
new toy? Or do you stick with a less effective 
peashooter in favor of a full clip? 
Once beyond the safety of Artyom’s cozy, 
close-knit village, Metro begins upping the 
frights and firefights. In one early heart-pounding 
scenario, for example, | found myself trapped in 
a darkened room, as werewolf-like Dark Ones 





descended from ceiling vents. The ensuing re new Cold W 


fight was more a franticly paced battle for 
survival, than a more typical opportunity to 
enjoy some easy target practice. As the vicious 
mutations poured in like angry hornets, myself 
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A dismal, snow-covered place 
where gas-masks must be 
worn to survive. 


and a few armed NPCs fended off the ravaging 
packs until an escape route was uncovered. 

A similarly pulse-spiking mission saw me and 
my mates traveling in an open rail car, as more 
of the snarling monsters, attempting to keep 
us from our destination, seemingly attacked 
from all sides. By the time we reached the end 
of the track, more than one of my traveling 
companions had lost their throats to the blood- 
thirsty beasts. 

| also got a brief glimpse of the surface world, 
a dismal, snow-covered place where gas- 
masks must be worn to survive. In a neat visual 
touch, cracks slowly creep across your mask— 
threatening to let the toxic atmosphere pierce 
your lungs—when your attacked by up-close 
enemies. Your glowing wristwatch, rather than 
an intrusive HUD element, displays your oxygen 
level. Similarly, when triggered, your character 
physically holds up a helpful map and compass, 
as not to break the immersion. 

From its atmospheric details and eerie 
settings, to its involving tale and intense combat, 
Metro 2033 holds plenty of promise. What 
impressed me most, though, was what it doesn’t 
do: Multi-player. In a genre that often steals 
resources and refinement from the single-player 
experience in order to score that overvalued 
bullet point on the back side of the retail box, 
it’s refreshing to see a developer risk alienating 
some of their potential audience in order to 
deliver the best possible solo campaign. If their 
gambie pays off, they could end up enjoying the 
same commercial and critical success as their 
Big Daddy-starring inspiration. 








preview Mod Nation Racers 


Mo 





Dlbe e 222 | eigise 


Nation 
Racers 


System: PS3 Developer: United Front Games Publisher: Sony Available: Q1 2010 








words Steve Haske 


Racers when it was first shown at Sony’s 

E3 presser in June. Sandwiched between 
the impressive tech demo for Sony’s motion 
controller and the official unveiling of Ueda’s 
hotly anticipated Last Guardian, it seemed like a 
lower-tier title, and almost quaint in comparison 
to some of the other thunderous games being 
showcased. LittleBigPlanet meets Mario Kart? 
It was an interesting idea, and it customization 
and creation tools looked innovative enough. 
| love Sackboy as much as the next guy (and 
more importantly, the creative philosophy Media 
Molecule imbued his world with), but when the 
demonstration was over, the overall feeling | had 
towards Mod Nation was more ambivalence 


i didn’t Know what to think of Mod Nation 


United Front has taken 
the creative essence of 


LittleBigPlanet and made a 


pliable canvas of it. 
























than anything else. 

That was in June. Recently | had a chance to 
check out the game for myself at United Front 
Games’ posh development studio in Vancouver, 
and after getting a couple of hours of hands- 
on time to delve into things, | can’t wait to 

play with it more. United Front has taken the 
creative essence of LittleBigPlanet and made a 
pliable canvas of it, molding it onto a variety of 
construction materials, terrain and prop models, 
and so many vinyl toy models. 

To put it another way, the sheer amount of 
customization Mod Nation lets its users play with 
is staggering. 

And you’re in charge of managing and 
designing pretty much every aspect of your 
personalized racing experience could possibly 
think of, whether it’s creating your own custom 
character, tricking out your ride’s look or 
designing a particularly brutal track to unleash 
on the Mod Nation online community. Just 
about everything in the game—from the look of 
your racer’s facial features (there are literally 








hundreds of options here) to adjusting the 
spline of a track’s curve—can be meticulously 
manipulated. That kind of creative power might 
seem a bit overwhelming to some, but UFG 
always gives you an option to stick with basic 
or advanced settings for whatever you want 

to tweak, and the creative controls are on par 
with the level of ease offered in LittleBigPlanet. 
Customization is really the core of Mod Nation, 
and it’s the most innovative attempt at kart racing 
I’ve ever seen because of it. This is the kind of 
game you will spend hours and hours on before 
you even hit the race track. 

Although | didn’t get a chance to create my 
own vehicle during my visit to UFG’s offices, | 
was able to take a look at designing my own 
custom character and track to race on. In 


character creation mode, you start off with a 
blank, white figurine, an homage to the urban 
vinyl art Mod Nation’s aesthetic is inspired 

by. From there, you have your standard facial 
features, all of which have a very wide variety 
of options and styles to choose from, as well 
as clothes, body patterns, LBP style decals, 
accessories (lucha libre masks!) and props, 
such as nails, staples or shapes you can attach 
to your creation. | ended up making a bearded, 
reddish-maroon “meat-rabbit” with a lopsided 
eye, staples on its head and upside-down ears 
that jutted out like Cthulu tentacles, to give you 
an idea of the kind of options you have here— 
you can even adjust the material properties of 
most things, giving say, your character’s skin a 
more metallic, fabric-like or rubbery look. 





Even more impressive than the options in 
character customization is the track creation 
process, which gives you the exact same toolset 
UFG used to create tracks for the game. Where 
you want to start is your choice—create a 
landscape from various kinds of terrain, pick a 
theme (only the mountainous Alpine and desert 
themes have been shown thus far), lay down 
props and obstacles or start paving track. Much 
like in character creation, the world of a new, 
unborn track is empty. If you don’t want a grassy 
field, spray paint the terrain with another land 
style. Adjust the cloud cover in the sky, or the 
height and direction of the sun to get the right 
mood and lighting for your track. Adding texture 
to the landscape is particularly impressive—just 
pick the kind of terrain you want, set it down 
and it will grow or shrink in size, height or 

depth in real-time, according to your precise 
specifications. 

Laying track is a similar process; with a handy 
asphalt-layer, track can be set down along the 
ground or height adjusted by pulling back on 
the analog stick and controlling the track’s path 
like a plane. Everything about track creation is 
intuitive—it’s possible to rewind your progress 
to fix a mistake, have the auto-track feature 
complete the loop for you or use the randomized 
auto-populate feature to fill your track with 
power-ups, jumps and props, to name a few. 

Since everything is created (and can be 
tested) on the fly, anyone can make a track in 
Mod Nation in literally a matter of minutes. Of 
course, for the really hardcore, you can go in and 
select as small or large a swath of the track you 
want and tweak its inner and outer contours or 
the shape of the track as a whole, not to mention 
the incline of a hill or the bank of a curve, for 
example. 

Interestingly, Mod Nation’s primary focus 
on user-created content actually levels the 
playing field in a race. No racer can upgrade 
their actual racing stats, which puts the balance 
on the racing mechanics themselves. Luckily, 
they’re solid. Kart handling feels a little unruly 
at first (to quickly swerve out of the way of an 
obstacle or projectile), but doesn’t take long 
to get used to. Each player is given a boost 
meter, which is refilled when drafting, drifting 
(the counter-steering required to pull this off is 
spot on), catching and performing tricks in the 
air. Other than a sheer speed bonus, boost can 
also be spent on special abilities like a weapon- 
repellent shield or my personal favorite, a vicious 
sideswipe. Weapons are a mix of standard 
missiles, mines and the like to more interesting 
items, like a portal that will warp you ahead in 
a track, but not so much that you’ll instantly be 
ahead of all your competition. Like everything 
else in Mod Nation, UFG has taken their 
time making sure that everything is balanced 
depending on your position in a race. 

That being said, the amount of power ups on 
the track can still very much dictate the feel of a 
race. It can be a hard-edged, competitive speed 
test, or a manic free-for-all with as many requisite 
explosives and projectiles as you’d expect from 
a kart racer. Either way, the game is fast and fun, 
and runs at a smooth clip on the PS3’s hardware. 
if UFG includes Mario Kart-style death match 
among its four-player split-screen modes, we 
could easily see a resurgence in a particular on- 
the-couch style of multiplayer when the game hits 
early next year. Finally, there’s a kart racer that 
can run loops around Nintendo’s long-held pole- 
position competition. Start your engines... Piav 
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hile most developers struggle to create 
W: compelling experience featuring 

a single protagonist and campaign, 
Aliens Vs Predator is aiming to score the 
trifecta—three separate stories, starring three 
different playable characters. In addition to the 
titular death-dealing duo, players can also lock 
and load as a human space marine. In a recent 
demo, | got behind the big guns, drool-dripping 
choppers, and razor-sharp blades of each 
respective good (or not so good) guy. 

As expected, the jarhead’s portions play much 
like a standard FPS. However, an extremely 
atmospheric presentation, complemented by 
bump-in-the-night audio effects and spine- 
tingling visual tricks such as creepy shadows 
dotting across barely-lit walls, yield an affective 
DOOM-like vibe. While fast action and gratu- 


The human path looks to be 


Which species 
would you want 
to be right now? 


paved with the most frights. 
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ytious shooter re-kindle the aging Auien franchise? 











itous gore are expected behind the teeth and 
talons of the two playable creatures, the human 
path looks to be paved with the most frights. 
Under the shiny black skin of the Alien, | got 
to viscerally slash through scientists — who ap- 
parently thought it was okay to poke and prod 
me with medical implements—with a variety of 
lightening quick melee kills and finishers. My fa- 
vorite saw my Alien’s spiky tail impale a lab coat- 
sporting geek right through his midsection. The 
satisfying squishy sounds complementing these 
gory kills totally recall those that accompanied 
that first face-hugger’s belly-burrowing debut 
in 1979’s Alien. In addition to spilling intestines 
before their owners even know they’ve been gut- 
ted, you can scamper with amazing speed and 
climb nearly all surfaces. In fact, swiftly switching 
from floor to ceiling and vice versa could leave 
less seasoned gamers with a queasy stomach, 
as the perspective shifts as quickly as your wall- 
crawling character. 


Casey Loe 


My time behind the Predator’s aggressive 
hunter’s instincts were brief, mostly taking place 
in a training area teeming with Aliens to test my 
killer skills on. In this arena-style tutorial | was 
able to slay plenty of the slithery suckers with 
trademark attacks delivered through jagged 
wrist-mounted blades and focused laser attacks. 
Switching up between these deadly up-close 
kills and more strategic ranged attacks —com- 
plete with the three-point laser reticule— made 
me feel as badass as the dread-locked menace 
that took out Ah-nuld’s army in the original film. 

lf the campaigns’ individual stories and 
environments can live up to the same promise 
| experienced playing as the three unique char- 
acters, AvP could be the ultimate triple treat for 
fans of the popular franchise. Expect buckets of 
human, Predator, and Alien blood to spill when 
this one lands like a trophy head on a pike early 
next year. 
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Just Cause 2 





Get ready to grapple 


worcs Heather Anne Campbell 


elcome to Panau: A series of small 
islands that is a hot spot for a blos- 
soming dictatorship. You’re Rico 
Rodriguez, and you’ve come to put an end to 
this rogue military madness. Former Agency 
operative Tom Sheldon has set up camp on this 
island nation, where local gangs are constantly 
at war with one another. You’ve got four-hun- 
dred square miles to explore. You’ve brought 
your grappling hook, your parachute, and your 
two very angry arms. Feed your hands some 
weaponry, and start causing some chaos. Why? 
Just ‘cause. 

Here we have a sandbox game that takes its 
opening cue from the Grand Theft Auto series. 
Give a guy a story, but give him the freedom 
to do whatever he wants, whenever he wants. 
Sure, Rico is here to fight a specific villain, or set 
of villains, but really we're looking at a tool kit 
and some physics. 

The hook here is literally your grappling 
hook, and the ability to tether two objects — 
or enemies—together. Rico can grapple to 
almost anything in the world, and then tether 
that object to something else. Blazing down a 
highway on the roof of a car, Rico can grapple- 
latch a pursuer's vehicle, and then tether it to a 
post or a house or another car. Inevitably, these 
two objects will eat up their slack, and then flip 





end-over-end before exploding. Think of the 
scene in The Dark Knight wherein Batman flips 
the Joker's semi. Now imagine a game made 
out of that moment. 

Now imagine that you can tether helicopters 
to buildings. Or to other helicopters. Grapple- 
tether enemies to water towers, and shoot 
them as they fly into the air. Attach soldiers 
to cars, and watch them get torn off their feet 
towards the highway. Bash enemies together 
by attaching them to one another. If violence is 
funny, then Just Cause 2 is hilarious. 

Of course, you can steal any car you see 
and drive it into oblivion, or Rico can hang off 
the edge in stunt positioning to better tether his 
enemies. There's a wide variety of weaponry, 
including grenade launchers and timed 
explosives, as well as remote-detonated C4 
packages. 





In addition to his extraordinary grappling 
hook, Rico has access to infinite parachutes. 
Your primary form of locomotion will be 
grappling yourself to some object in the 
distance, and then releasing your parachute as 
you reel in towards that object. When the speed 
of your grapple meets the drag of your ‘chute, 
Rico's sent skyward. This hook-chute mechanic 
can be alittle tricky at first, but probably yields 
some playful results. 

For me, the best part of the game is the 
BASE jumping. Always a fan of extremely high 
dives, | was delighted to find that Panau has 
some very tall structures to leap from. Jumping 
from a bridge on one island, opening Rico's 
parachute, and flying to another remote point on 
the island is total bliss. As sandbox games go, 
the hook here is pretty addictive. play 


Jumping from a bridge on one island, opening 
Rico’s parachute and flying to another remote 
point on the island is total bliss. : 
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Tatsunoko 





to fight as a Gallagher? Wasn’t he the 
comedian who smashed watermelons? 
Apparently you don’t care what Tekka’s 
last name is, as Tekkaman was a mild 
success in the states when it was 
released on VHS. 
Tekkaman Blade is culled from the 
1990s re-launch of the original 
series, and this time Tekkaman 
has a large sword, err, lance. 
Additional improvements include 
his last name not being Gallagher ... 
though it should be noted that not 
every Gallagher is a lame one. You 
remember Oasis, don’t you? There’s 
one cool Gallagher. 
Polimar makes the leap from 
Hurricane Polymar, and his powers 


It's like a hero 
named Fabric 
Cape! Ill fight with 
that. 






come from his fancy suit. Polimar is a reference 
to the actual material of his costume—a 
futuristic polymer that’s stronger than any metal 
on earth. It’s like a hero named Fabric Cape! I'll 
fight with that. 

Karas may be more familiar to anime fans, due 
to Manga Entertainment’s recent license of the 
series by the same name. Karas is actually a 
title given to super-soliders who fight demons in 
Tokyo. These agents can transform into cars and 
planes, but are mostly known for their sword- 
fighting abilities. Our fighter is Otoha. Why is he 
rad? Because he can’t feel pain, and was born 
out of incest. Take that, Roll. You’re just a little 
girl with a mop. 

Yatterman and Doronjo come from the series 
Yatterman (poor Doronjo, when’s she going to 
get her own series?). Yatterman is a thirteen- 
year-old boy who fights against the gold-hunting 
villain Doronjo. It’s robber versus child versus 
Capcom here, and I’m for anyone whose only 
goal is to get rich. Consider me a Doronjo 
player. What’s wrong with wanting money? 

And finally, lppatsuman is the star of 
Gyakuten! Ippatsuman, which is a show 
about, uh, companies in the 1990s that lease 
technology. Yeah, it’s no Harry Potter, but this 
series captured the imagination of the youth in 
the 1970s, when it aired. lppatsuman’s claim to 
fame is that he looks like a bug when he flies, 
thanks to his split cape. 

All these heroes, and that’s just the Tatsunoko 
side! We'll bring more info about Tatsunoko Vs. 
Capcom as the launch date nears, but let it be 
known: Just from the preview, we can tell it’s 
going to be the best fighting game on the Wii. pizy 
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extremely successful the last five years, 

especially in Japan. Next year, hoping to 
continue that trend and bring the ‘States into the 
Monster Hunter fold, Capcom brings us Monster 
Hunter 3, this time for the Wii. 

As seen at Capcom’s recent press event, 
Monster Hunter 3 differs from previous titles by 
including underwater environments, splitscreen 
multiplayer and a weird little sidekick named “Cha- 
cha.” Also, since this is the game’s first appearance 
on the Wii, players now have two controller options: 
the classic controller, or the Wii remote/nunchuck 
combination. 

The press event demo offered both controller 
setups and allowed four players at a time to hunt a 
monster called the Qurupeco. These four-person 
teams spawned into a cave and dashed toward 
the target, immediately demonstrating the game’s 
unique blend of fantasy and realism. Weapons in 
this game are huge. No—HUGE. To balance out 
the absurdly unrealistic size of these weapons, 
characters have to work very hard just to carry them 
and the result is pretty comical. (Note: if you put 
your weapon away, you run faster.) 

The fight was joined on a beach where the team 
began bashing away at the fabled Qurupeco; an 
animal something like an over-sized cross between 
a lizard and a Dodo. We'd been warned that the 
Qurupeco had a talent for mimicry and was likely 
to call bigger, nastier monsters to its aid. Well sure 


he Monster Hunter action franchise has been 
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enough, the blasted thing did its little ventriloquist 
act and shortly after, a huge, dragon-like creature 
called a Rathian landed beside it, making things a 
lot more interesting. Despite the real-time combat 
and the size of the weapons, fighting was much less 
visceral than you might expect. It was easy enough 
though, with everything set to a single button press. 
Less intuitive was healing, which could only be done 
with your weapon sheathed. This made for some 
chaotic moments trying frantically to swap weapons 
for potions, but in Monster Hunter, chaos is part of 
the fun. 

The key lesson of the Monster Hunter demo 
was the importance of knowing each monster’s 
strengths and weaknesses. For instance, in the 
battle with the Qurupeco—which is apparently 


a very clean monster—someone lobbed a dung 
bomb at it, making it freak out and fly away. Handy 
knowledge to have, if something’s getting the 
best of you. Also important during the fight was 
good armor since advanced armor sets have the 
advantage of a nifty built in “radar” that help you 
locate your targets. 

As of this writing, Monster Hunter 3 is shaping 
up to be, if not a wholesale re-imagining, at least an 
interesting expansion on the game’s core concepts. 
Until now, the franchise has been a hard-core 
multiplayer experience, popular mostly in Japan. 
As evidenced by this new Wii incarnation though, 
Capcom is intent on taking the game out of its niche 
and making it accessible to gamers of all kinds. Look 
for Monster Hunter 3 on the Wii in Spring of 2010. play 
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Then again, you dont see 
many critters that attack with 
= Bonk and Mario, suggesting that “critters,” 
boogers or sports equipment... | a.k.a all things fur bearin,’ were the mascots of 


couple issues back in my critter 
retrospective, “Where have all the critters 


gone?” | referred to pseudo humans 


Be on 





e heck of a fight! 





choice back in the heyday of gaming, to which 
the feedback has been mixed. Truth be told we 
intended to cover the spread from the get-go 
but ran out of both the pages and time to do 
so—so, here they are...or most of ’em at least— 
and they are indeed an impressive lot, although 
pound for pound the critters still outnumber 
them. Then again, you don’t see many critters 
(or otherwise) that attack with boogers or sports 
equipment...Be one heck of a fight! 





Raz - Psychonauts (Xbox) 


Bonk - Bonk’s Adventure Series (TG16, SF, 
SNES) Q2 2010 PSN, XBLA, WiiWare 


Tork - Tork (Xbox) 

Mega Man - Mega Man Series (multi- platform) 
Will and Rick - Dashin Desperadoes’ (Genesis) 
Joe & Mac - Joe & Mac (Arcade, Genesis) 

Jak - Jak & Daxter Series (PS2,PSP) 

Mario - Mario Series, Mario Kart Series, Smash 
Bros. and various spin offs (NES, SNES, N64, 
GC, Wii, GB, GBS, GBA, DS) 

Wario - Wario Series, Mario Series, Mario Kart 
Series, Smash Bros. and various spin-offs(NES, 
SNES, N64, GC, Wii, GB, GBS, GBA, DS) 

Luigi - Luigi's Haunted Mansion, Mario Series, 
Mario Kart Series, Smash Bros. (NES, SNES, 
N64, GC, Wii, GB, GBS, GBA, DS) 


Three Dirty Dwarves - Three Dirty Dwarves 
(Saturn) 


Flink - Flink (Genesis, Sega CD) 
Alex Kidd - Alex Kidd (Genesis) 


Johnny Bazookatone - Johnny Bazookatone 
(PS2, Saturn) 


Spike McFang - The Twisted Tales of Spike 
McFang (SNES) 











Marina - Mischief Makers (N64) 
Pulseman - Pulseman (Mega Drive) 


Booger Man - Booger Man A Pick ‘n’ Flick 
Adventure (Genesis, SNES) 


Vela & Juno - Jet Force Gemini (N64) 

Gunstar Heroes - Gunstar Heroes (Genesis) 
Captain Quazar - Captain Quazar 3DO 

Chuck Rock - Chuck Rock, BC Racers (Genesis) 
Son of Chuck - Son of Chuck (Genesis) 

Herdy Gerdy - Herdy Gerdy (PS2) 

Prehistorik Man - Prehistorik Man (SNES) 
Arsha - Monster World IV (Mega Drive) 

Shion - Wonder Boy in Monster World (Genesis) 
Popful Mail - Popful Mail (Sega CD) 


Arthur the Knight - Ghouls ‘n’ Ghosts Series 
(Genesis, SNES, PSP) 


Karnov - Karnov (Arcade, NES) 


Tempo - Tempo, Super Tempo (32X, Saturn) 
Yeah, yeah, he’s a Grasshopper. Had to get ‘em 
in though. He saved music! 


Somehow (we know, we’re just not say- 
ing) a low-res version of RD’s critter art snuck 
into the Nov. issue feature, so here it is again for 
your hi-res viewing pleasure (and Rob’s sanity). 
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“s Douglass C. Perry 


ark Void is an interesting case in 

creative continuity. After leaving 

Microsoft in 2004, a small group 
from the Crimson Skies: High Road to 
Revenge development team formed 
Airtight Studios. Its goal? To create 
something kind of like Crimson Skies, but 
better. Dark Void continues the team’s 
excellence in air combat but adds newer 
elements, namely third-person shooting — c——r—“_OCOC—C—COCO‘OCO~iC®N 
and vertical platforming to the repertoire. On their e 1 a . The cov = functional, but = one try), but the overall experience is far superior 


own the individual parts range from average to 7 my Al is pri 1e variety of weal ill, = to the on-foot combat. The in-air combat gets 
impressive, but when combined into bigger, multi- and sn the combat just resul ana vallenging too, as alien craft corkscrew through the 
part set pieces, Airtight’s ambitious concoction 2k hat feel more like chores than challengir Sky, circling around t void damage, and then track © 
of ground and air combat has no comparison in _ driv _ — ___? you down more often than you’d expect. 


today’s market. When Dark Void connects, it reaches _ Fe : The full combination of each gameplay element © 


Bla) evclg-li(=)(cve m(=\=) ome) mielan which opens up vertical platforming. “Vertical platforming,” = elevates Dark Void into a different stratosphere ro 

The storyline is pure pulpy goofiness. You’ll you ask? i’ssortof like theon-foot combat mechanicthrown / gameplay. Rushing off to fi ight a squadron of enemy 
experience frank adoration for Harrison Ford’s early onto its head, and initially it’s pretty darn cool. You'll duck = aircraft after fighting on-foot is another thrill indeed. If | 
roles as Indiana Jones and Han Solo, plus heavy _ and shoot, boosting up and down massivestretches ofcliff- | only the other parts were as good as the flying, Dark 


influence from movie The Rocketeer. And surprise! sides and canyon walls, blasting dumb robots and throwing © : Void would be something extraordinary. ~~ 


Nolan North makes his one-millionth voice-acting them to their deaths. The unfortunate side is cis these - 
appearance as the smart-alecky reluctant hero, sections never progress | into io anything significant or terribly : —— 
Will. (With apologies to Nolan, aren’t there any other challenging. . a 
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adventure, the threat of humanity’s enslavement to the rocket pack to a fullfledged flying device, Dark Void — 

an alien race, and, of course, restoration of order in kicks into gear. The rocket pack’s arcade flight controls 

equal parts. deliver an amazingly unbridled feeling of flight, as Will 
Dark Void starts out cautiously, first introducing darts through the air, switches direction on a dime, and 

you to the third-person shooting, then the vertical barrel rolls through enemy fire. The advanced controls 

fo) Fe1aco)ganliavepur- lave Milar-li\var-(= 14-1 exe)an]ey- 10mm Rat Rs) gcele)i lace aren’t perfect (switching directions often takes more than 

elements alone don’t hold a candle to most third- 
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Bayonetta System: PS3, Xbox 360 (reviewed) Developer: Platinum Games Publisher: Sega ESRB: M Available: Jan. 05 










Season of the Witch 























ow do you define an instant classic versus a perfect 

game? Does one necessarily beget the other? With 

so many variables to tip the scales, who’s to say 
what “perfect” is? Tomb Raider was an instant classic, 
but there was definitely room for improvement. The design 
and overall impetus was certainly ground-breaking (not to 
mention gaming's first three-dimensional leading lady), but 
one could argue that Crash Bandicoot, NiGHTS or Super 
Mario 64 deserved the 3D crown that pivotal year. Bayonetta 
leaves no such room for discussion. No single element falls 
short or needs improving in any way. It’s simply and utterly 
perfect unto itself. If 1996 was the year 3D gaming made 
its mark—and it was—then 2010 will go down as the year it 
hit critical mass if for no other reason than Hideki Kamiya’s 
not-so-wicked witch, Bayonetta. The game upon which all 
future action games will be measured. No matter what your 


The magic begins with 
Bayonetta herself, the 
single most perfect 
video game character 
ever devised. 





expectations, Kamiya die-hard or otherwise, Bayoneita is 
probably not what you’re thinking. It’s surely better in every 
way. The overall framework is reminiscent of Devil May Cry, 
but there are shades of his masterful strokes every step of 
the way from Bayonetta’s Amaterasu-like Panther form to the 
Viewtiful Joe-like Witch’s Walk, a stoppage of time triggered 
by a well-timed evasive maneuver. But this is Kamiya 
unrestrained, working with a studio of his own design, and 
does it ever show. It’s as if Bayonetta herself is celebrating his 
creative freedom as she pirouettes and poses like an exotic 
dancer with guns strapped to her arms and legs, pulverizing 
all thing pious with sinister abandon. Neither good nor bad, 
Bayonetta is the abomination in the middle, the progeny 

of a catastrophic union between Umbra Witch and Lumen 
Mage, opposing European Clans tasked with overseeing the 
world. Thus igniting the war that would wipe them both from 
the face of the earth...well, all but the exile entombed at the 
bottom of a lake for 500 years... 

None the worse for wear, we find Bayonetta 20 years 
post-awakening in the European city of Vigrid, where she’s 
been eliminating angels for “The Outfit” in exchange for her 
freedom, while trying to piece together her past. Platinum had 
me at ripping the wings off of angels to a soaring rendition 
of “Fly Me to the Moon” —non-Evangelion fans’ experience 
may vary—and that’s just the pre-game warm up. Home 
base is a swanky bar aptly named The Gates of Hell, where 
the Devil’s middle-man, Rodin (Jon Shaft is alive and well 
and working for the man downstairs) exchanges the spiritual 
metal from the halos of Bayonetta’s victims’ for weapons, 
techniques, items and an assortment of lollipops. The tasty 
treats Bayonetta uses to heal, restore magic, and enhance 
her powers can also be concocted in game using ingredients 
found in Purgatorio (the alternate plane of reality where 
Bayonetta does battle) or purchased; one of a cornucopia of 
trinkets in the quest for unending achievements, weapons, 
and ouifits, replaying level after level time after time, 
graduating from difficulty to difficulty. Bayonetta isn’t a game 
you play once or twice. It gets inside you in a way few games 
ever have or will—unless it just doesn’t work for you, in which 
case you may need psychiatric care. 

The magic begins with Bayonetta herself, the single most 
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perfect video game character ever devised. She doesn’t 
just walk, run, fight, and jump. She prances and sashays, 
revealing beautiful butterfly wings at the apex of her nimble 
double jump; moves with a fluidity and grace you have 

to experience to believe, and attacks via a hyper-stylized 
mixture of ferocity finesse and torture that elevates the 
battles to euphoric levels. 

Close up her features are soft and luminescent and her 
demeanor is so natural you could swear she’s real. She’s 
tough, arrogant, smart, sexy, quick-witted, and ever so 
slightly vulnerable all at the same time. I’ve connected with 
my share of video game leads, but never to this degree, 
and every aspect of the game follows suit. It’s simply game 
design and execution on another level. The confrontations 
and physical exchanges are like scenes from the greatest film 
never made followed by palpable acrobatics and gunplay 
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rooted in infinite technique relative to each gun and weapon 
combination, and the procession of Infernal Demons that 
emanate from Bayonetta’s supple frame via the Wicked 
Weave. 

While the entire production is rooted in a treachery and 
lust for power with demons and deities at each other's 
throats, Bayonetta plays the whole thing for laughs. 
Confronted with fortress-size unholy (holy) monstrosities 
bellowing the usual prognostication, she might hurl a light 
post into their flapping maw, shoo them away like flies 
for the swatting, or just plain humiliate them, all the while 
taunting her earthbound pursuer, Luka, a.k.a. Cheshire, 
one of a handful of pivotal cast members, all of which 
are perfectly cast and deliver outstanding performances. 
Between battles Platinum inject just the right amount of 
intrigue and adventuring as they slowly draw us into the deep 














inner-complexity of the thoroughly fleshed out world. There 
are tomes of information to read as waves of angels are 
introduced, challenges met, techniques mastered, and notes, 
Tears of Blood, and Angelic Hymns gathered. All the while, 
subtle touches and impromptu segues abound through 18 
multiple-act chapters that take you from the ancient city of 
Vigrid to the Island In The Sun-isla Del Sol-where Bayonetta’s 
fate is finally revealed. 

Platinum lace the adventure with just the right amount of 
story and action with the utmost precision and attention to 
detail, and then just when you think you’ve seen it all they 
present the ultimate gift of homage via a pair of multi-stage 
assaults straight out of Sega’s vault. Never have | witnessed 
such reverence for one’s publisher from any studio, internal 
or otherwise. And finally there’s the soundtrack which is 
no less than the long overdue return and evolution of the 
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quintessential Japanese video game soundtrack. After Yuzo 
Koshiro set the standard on PC Engine CD and Mega Drive 
followed by soaring scores from every major Japanese 
studio from Climax to Konami, the video game soundtrack 
has taken a backseat of late, amidst a slew of “ambient” 
(a.k.a. missing), intermittent or otherwise throwaway 
soundtracks. This too has been born anew in Bayonetta 
by way of soaring liturgical bliss, magical game fodder and 
Bayonetta’s very own theme song that accompanies each 
and every battle, which bakes into your deepest memory. 
Considering the homogenous nature of the current 
blockbuster and their ever-pervasive union with the web, | 
worry that Bayonetta may not elicit the kind of widespread 
notoriety it deserves, although given its superlative design, 
and incredible depth, it’s hard to imagine anything less than a 
resounding success. As much as Hideki Kamiya’s reputation 
for stunning gothic architecture, supernatural hellions, 
hallowed beasts and gorgeously stylized human protagonists 
precedes him, it’s all lead up to this moment. Bayonetta is his 
best yet, and firmly places Platinum at the head of the pack 
in Japan’s bid to reclaim market share in the West. | just hope 
we don’t have to wait too long for a sequel. Kamiya lists 
Castlevania among his favorite games. As the moon sets on 
the Belmont’s quest, with any luck Bayonetta will persevere 
in its place. There is the little one to consider after all... play 








...Just the right amount 
of story and action with 
the utmost precision 
and attention to detail. 
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Army of Two: The 40th Day 
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Chris combined their zombie-slaying skills, 

and Uncharted 2’s treasure seekers teamed 
for some fortune and glory hunting, Army of Two’s 
Salem and Rios had already dealt a double dose 
of ass-whupping and attitude in their dedicated 
co-op debut. And while EA Montreal’s shooter was 
way ahead of the curve in this particular respect, it 
lacked much of the polish focused solo run-and- 
gun romps offered. 

With The 40" Day, the developer has retained — 
and refined—their killer cooperative recipe, while 
also keeping pace with today’s best single-player 
experiences. Additionally, they’ve dialed down 
the annoying testosterone-fueled fist-bumpin’, 
ramped up the visuals significantly, and even 
removed—occasionally, anyway—the masks from 
the no-nonsense mercenaries, providing them with 
some much-needed personality; it’s far easier to 
relate to them this time out, seeing as their faces 


i ong before Resident Evil 5’s Sheva and 


are not constantly covered by menacing facades. 






This welcome unmasking also provides a great 
example of the title’s stunning visuals. Salem 
and Rios are hulking, carefully crafted character 
models, sporting intricacies such as deep facial 
scars and detailed tattoos. 

Thankfully, the dedication to an immersion- 
amping presentation is stretched even further in the 
environments and animations. This is a gorgeous 
game, brimming with effects complementing 
the tiniest details, such as post-explosion debris 
being swept up by the wind, to grand spectacles 
like skyscrapers crashing to the ground. Pleasing 
the eyes, though, is only half the equation; the 
other half is The 40" Day’s ability to place players 
dangerously close to the action. Where many 
titles stage the impressive stuff safely in the 
background, EA Montreal has put it right in your 
path, guaranteeing fallen towers will alter your 
routes, airplanes will collide with structures you’re 
occupying, and the ground will often disappear 
beneath your boots. At one point, | was exchanging 
fire with enemies deep within the confines of an 
office building when, without warning, the side of 
the structure was ripped clean off, sending people, 
office equipment, and anything else that wasn’t 
bolted down into the night. My interior battle swiftly 
shifted outdoors, where my partner and | were 
descending the exterior of the building as though it 
were a mountain made entirely of office cubicles. 

Through an excellent marriage of scripted 
cinematic events and dynamic gameplay, The 











The developer has 
retained—and 
refined—their killer 
cooperative recipe. 


40" Day never lets up with this pulse-rocketing 
pace, providing an experience that makes Roland 
Emmerich’s world-destroying films feel like child’s 
play. Of course, supporting a presentation that'll 
consistently have you collecting your jaw from the 
floor, is tight gameplay mechanics, whip-smart Al— 
making the solo experience just as satisfying—and 
robust gun customization that saw me disposing 

of baddies with a tiger-striped, shielded shotgun, 
complete with kitchen knife bayonet. 


System: PS3, 360, PC Developer: Pandemic Publisher: EA ESRB: M Available: Dec 8 


The Saboteur 














sentiments. Well, more specifically, playing through 
the game drove such feelings, not filling Hitler’s goose- 
steppers full of lead—that part was pure adrenaline- 
fueled fun. You see, shortly before treading the path 
of race car driver-cum-French resistance fighter Sean 
Devlin, I’d gotten word the once up-and-coming studio 
was being shuttered by its parent company Electronic 
Arts. It genuinely saddened me to learn this was to be the 
last game I’d be playing from the guys that graced last- 
gen with some of its coolest titles. 
Like their Xbox-era hits Mercenaries: Playground 
of Destruction and the Star Wars: Battlefront series, 
The Saboteur crackles with the passion, promise and 
potential of a developer truly enthusiastic about their 
Craft. It’s by no means a perfect title, but its rough edges 
are easily overshadowed by its better moments. If you’ve 
been following it at all, you already know this open-world 
entry takes the tired World War II genre and injects it 
with an addictive cocktail of seat-of-your-pants Indiana 


tacking Nazi corpses like cordwood in Pandemic 
Studio’s The Saboteur yielded some bittersweet 


Jones-esque action and Inglourious Basterds-flavored 
revenge fantasy. Further separating it from the glut of 
me-too sandbox and WWII games is one of the neatest 
visual presentations of recent memory; as its black-and- 
white world—save for a few affecting contrasts, such as 
the blood-red Swastika-emblazoned armbands of your 
enemies —is liberated, bit by bit, from under the boot of 
the Third Reich, it blossoms with color. 

Those well-publicized aspects are superbly 
complemented by interesting, well-acted characters — 
there’s plenty of good guys you'll root for and evil-doers 
you'll love to hate—and a ripping yarn that'll keep you 
engrossed until you’ve wasted your last Hitler-Heiling 
baddie. Tying it all together is explosive action that’ll see 
you escaping a burning zeppelin, exchanging gunfire 
atop a speeding train, and infiltrating majestic castles 
while disguised as a Nazi. Oh, and if you wanna take a 
breather from the gunfights, fisticuffs, and car chases, 
you can drop by the Belle de Nuit, where the lovely 
lady staffers will provide you with some much needed... 
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er... R&R. 
Where Pandemic’s final bow stumbles a bit is in its in- 


dividual gameplay mechanics; while the shooting, driving, 
stealth, fighting, and climbing do their fair share to serve 
the action and story, they lack some of the polish we’ve 
enjoyed in other titles, making The Saboteur a greater- 
than-the-sum-of-its-parts experience. It also happens 

to be a fantastic swan song from a developer that once 
looked as untouchable as its latest protagonist. 








She loves to fly and 
it shows... 


The Sky Crawlers: Innocent Aces 


nless you’re a fan of Ghost in the Shell 

director Mamoro Oshii, chances are that 

The Sky Crawlers isn’t the first name that 
comes to mind as you ponder you’re next Wii 
purchase. If by chance you are an Oshii fan and 
own a Wii, you’re late for a mission briefing. The 
rest of you, listen up. If the idea of lining up and/ 
or locking on to enemy planes in another parade 
of typical video game sorties makes you feel 
airsick, The Sky Crawlers has a plane with your 
name on it. 

Not that | haven’t enjoyed racking up my 
share of kills in Ace Combat, but even with the 
new superfluities in Ace Combat 6—“6” being 
the operative word—it’s about time Project 
ACES booked us a ticket on a new flight, and 
they couldn’t have picked a better project. 
Based on the same creepy concept as the 
film where wars are fought for entertainment 
purposes by genetically engineered children in a 
state suspended adolescence, what better place 
for a new take on mission structure, gameplay 
and even flight itself? 

Spread across 18 distinctly original missions, 
ranging from intelligence gathering to photo 
recon to downing the mother of all WMDs 
among an ever changing procession of beauti- 





Time to fly 
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fully rendered sky and landscapes, Innocent 
Aces engages on several levels, beginning with 
the ACES ace Wii tech. It’s hard to believe this 
is their maiden voyage on the system, given the 
tapestry of rich surface textures and generous 
three-dimensional structures on the ground 
and more weather effects then you can shake a 
Doppler at in the sky. For all the Wii games that 
have crossed my desk in what’s already been 
a strong year for the hardware, soaring through 
puffy white cumulus clouds and dense fog as it 
rolls off the coast or settles into deep mountain 
gorges was the last thing | expected, let alone 
in a game based on a film by Mamoro Oshii with 
a control scheme that bests even the swanki- 
est flight sticks. | figured The Sky Crawlers for 
a typical flight sim with scenes from the anime 
sandwiched between missions, until | dove into 
the first mission... 

Rolling the Nunchuck in your right hand 
for pitch, roll and yaw is as ultra-smooth as it 
is instantly intuitive, gradually increasing and 
decreasing airspeed flight stick style via the 
Remote. Z and C fire your weapons, B handles 
the rudder, and evasive maneuvers are as easy 


as a flick of the analog stick. A better feeling of 
flight and control you simply will not find. The 
real hook though comes by way of cinematic 
kills, a simple 3-level gauge that triggers a brief 
but beautiful cinematic maneuver with live guns 
placing you directly behind your target. Stay 
close for a few seconds, press A and get ready 
to fire, it’s that simple. The longer you stay 
close the higher and more accurate the kill. It’s 
the best thing to happen to close range aerial 
combat since multi-player sessions of Warbirds 
on the Lynx. Add a great soundtrack, perfect 
sound effects, multiple-angle replays, and many 
a reason for return engagements and there’s 
never been a better time to fly. play 








play: | like that Innocent Aces tells its 
own story within the Sky Crawlers uni- 
verse rather than attempting to squeeze 
a game between scenes from the film. 
Was this the plan from day 1 or did you 
toy with adapting the actual film? 
Masanori Kato: We considered various possibili- 
ties when we heard from our producer, Uchiya- 
ma-san, that we will be making a game version 
of the movie The Sky Crawlers. But we tried to 
think of a method that would make Sky Crawlers 
stand out the most on its own merits. That is 
why we consulted the director, Oshii-san, as well 
as the original author, MORI-san. After hearing 
about what we were trying to accomplish, they 
gladly agreed to help us. It was concluded that 
rather than cherry-pick various scenes from the 
movie (that would make it flow very unnaturally) 
and ruin the atmosphere of the movie and novels, 
we chose to make it more interactive by placing 
the player as a member of the world. That way 
the player would be able to feel and enjoy The 
Sky Crawlers universe to its full potential. The 
director, Oshii-san, has past experience in the 
production of games. Since he already under- 
stood how games work (in the media sense), we 
didn’t have to do any boring explanations to him. 

So though Innocent Aces has a completely 
new story, the characters, their personali- 
ties and looks, and even the way the world is 
presented has all been approved by the director, 
Oshii-san. MORI-san even supervised the 
way each character talks to make it fit best 
within the world setting that he created. 

As a result, we believe that we have 
created a great story that fits right into 
the world of The Sky Crawlers. 


How did you coordinate the game pro- 
duction with the anime sequences? 

We wrote the mission script for all of develop- 
ment before we created any actual gameplay. 
We then discussed extensively among the 
production staff about how a certain character 
would think and feel in a particular scene as 
the game progressed. This was to make sure 
that we knew exactly how the player would 


feel as they played through the story of the 
game as a member of the world. We tried to 
build upon that experience for the player. 

In fact, when the game designers were 
making the final adjustments to the game, they 
made it so that the player will actually feel angry 
towards the enemies in the missions. Another 
aspect that we included was that if there is 
beautiful scenery within the game, the player 
will see what we want them to see seamlessly 
without sacrificing any sort of playability. 


Speaking of the story, things really pick up 
after the conclusion of Chapter 11. There’s 
even an extra layer of music within the 
Mission Briefing. Was it your intention 

to give the player a sense of urgency in 
concert with the conflict between pilots? 
Yes. We read through the script numerous 
times and thought of how the player might feel 
during all the scenes in the game when we 
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created the visuals, sound, and gameplay. The target is in range... 


So even the slight difference in the color of 
the sky, the position of the sun, the presence 
of wind and how strong it is, not to men- 
tion the sound effects, music, and volume 
are among the things that we took great care 
in adjusting to maximize the experience. 


The tech in The Sky Crawlers is pretty 
extraordinary. Was it difficult or expensive to 
get this much performance out of the Wii? 
The Wii is a very good platform when it comes 
to presentation, but all hardware has its limits. 
As you mention, we took great pains in how 
everything was presented in the game, but those 
same hardships occur for our team at Project 
ACES no matter which platform we work on. 

In the real world, no matter how beautiful 
a scenic sight may be, seeing it every day will 
dilute your impression of it. That is why we 
tried to consider how, when, and for how long 
the player will view a certain scene, and tried 
to think of a way to maximize how beauti- 
ful the player may think it is. We planned and 
designed the game in such a way to maximize 
the specs of the platform the entire time. 













Sky Crawlers: Innocent Aces 


How did the overall gameplay design come to 
pass between Access and Project Aces? 

For the most part, Project ACES created the script 
and game design, but just having the basic design 
doesn’t help us present the game on the screen. Ac- 
cess took the design that Project ACES made and 
analyzed how they could utilize limited resources 
and also what technology would be necessary to 
make it a reality. In the end, both of us divided up 
the work and adjusted everything accordingly. 


What can you tell us about the aircraft design? There 
are certainly many additional planes in Innocent 
Aces, each painstakingly modeled and seemingly 
practical. Would the experimental types really fly? 

We didn’t consider precise aerodynamics in great detail, 
but Project ACES has always been very familiar in aircraft 
design and knows the basics about “what makes things 
fly.” Moreover, the original author of “The Sky Crawl- 
ers,” MORI-san, has a doctorate in engineering and the 
director, Oshii-san, is known to be a great enthusiast 

of all things mechanical. There was no way we could 
make a half-baked attempt and get away with it given the 
backgrounds of those two people overseeing the project. 
We actually had designed about 3 times the amount of 
aircrafts than were actually used in the game, but out of 
all the designs, we received advice from Oshii-san and 
selected the ones with unique features that also matched 
the development level of the world of Sky Crawlers. 


Considering the overall variety between the 

story animation and dialogue and the vari- 

ety of missions and environments this must 

have been a challenging game to make... 

It was very...tiring, to say the least. Not only did we have 
to finely tune the gameplay, but we made many adjust- 
ments in the story, too. But as we mentioned, each of 
our staff members got into the role of the characters of 
Sky Crawlers and maintained high levels of motivation 
throughout production. In addition, we were given the 
opportunity to work with people such as the direc- 

tor Oshii-san as well as MORI-san from outside the 
company, who were able to provide additional input. 


Did you pay particular attention to the games 
rhythm and cadence due to the connection with 
Mamoru Oshii? It’s a fairly emotional game as 
well yet there are flashes of hope... Not your 
typical Top Gun style shooting game... 

The director Oshii-san is someone that we of Project 
ACES greatly respect. There’s no way we can even 
begin to try and mimic his method of presentation, it 
wasn’t something Oshii-san wanted either. But what 
he did stress was how we should never deviate from 
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how Sky Crawlers presents the “world of the pilots, 

‘Kildren’, from the perspective of a single person.” 
We interpreted the concept in our own way and 

developed the game with all of the technology and 

artistic presentation that we have accumulated over 

the years. As you mentioned, this style is differ- 

ent from the way that Project ACES has worked 

all these years, but | believe that we have created 

the game in the best possible way. In that sense, 

this project had been very exciting to work on. 


What about the English voice cast? It’s quite unique... 


We were given a number of great candidates from 

XSEED. After listening to numerous samples, we 

selected a cast that we believed would bring out 

the most personality in each of the characters. 
XSEED really understood the personal- 

ity traits of each of the characters, and they 

have gathered a very good group of people. 


Adaptations such as this are certainly great for 
anime, and introducing gamers to an amaz- 

ing body of work they may otherwise never 
discover. Sky Crawlers is both a wonderful hom- 
age to a great Director and a great aerial adven- 
ture for Wii gamers across the boards. Thank 
you for your time and a wonderful game. 
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Thank you very much for taking an interest in The Sky 
Crawlers: Innocent Aces. We at Project ACES greatly re- 
spect the director Oshii-san and it was an honor to have 
worked with him. We believe that the experience on this 
project has provided us with a new knowledge in presen- 
tation skills that Project ACES did not have previously. 
Also, we believe that we were lucky to gain a sales 
partner like XSEED in North America. From the type of 
questions that were asked, | can tell that Play Magazine 
really understands what the game is about. Needless 
to say, | am very impressed. Thank you very much. pizy 
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Left 4 Dead 2 














ead 





Run for your Life 





Brady Fiechter 





T iger Style Games founder and designer 
Randy Smith told the audience at the recent 
Montreal International Game Summit that he 
believes games don’t always necessarily need to be 
fun, they need to be engaging. There’s an awfully 
broad line between these two emotions, and the 
way | see it, we’re crossing into a semantics wres- 
tling match in most of the typical arguments these 
days. I’ll use the incredibly fun, incredibly engaging 
Left 4 Dead 2 to complicate things from my end. 
Actually, complicated is what Left 4 Dead 2 is 
not, and that’s part of its raucous appeal. At its core 
it plays out with the perfectly simple, high-note 
energy of a classic Doom—a run-and-gun dash 
for survival that is just plain crazy fun. It works well 
enough as a single-player experience, but what 
really puts Left 4 Dead 2 in the modern era is its 
elegant oldschool sensibilities reframed with the 





dynamic of cooperative teamwork. | love how the 
game gradually teaches you just how important 
sticking together can be, punishing you to an 
almost guilty degree when you let the team down. 
Real camaraderie is not a term | think of much while 
playing a game, yet Left 4 Dead 2 is a big step in 
taking us there. 
| must confess to finding little interest in the 
original Left 4 Dead; I’ve listened to complaints that 
there’s not a whole lot new in this sequel, so maybe 
my enthusiasm is a bit artificially pumped up by the 
newness of it all. What | know for certain is some 
of the most fun I’ve had with a game this year is 
feeling my heartbeat rise as | get mauled by a wick- 
edly aggressive Charger, screaming to my friends 
to get it off me! And feeling annoyed that | let my 
guard down, because when you make mistakes, it’s 
not the game’s fault, it’s your own miscalculation, 
improper item management, poor decision making 
or just plane bad gaming skills. Left 4 Dead 2 can 
challenge in the most fun ways that games do. 
Valve is, of course, respected for their top-tier 
level designs, which create worlds as rich in excit- 
ing imagery as engaging layout. Left 4 Dead 2 is 
another reason for praise, structuring the American 
south as a set piece that would work as narra- 
tive cinema while winding us through a fantastic 





gameplay space. Dusky color schemes feel thick 
and oppressive, like a deep-southern summer haze. 
The neat visual tricks can actually affect gameplay, 
whether it’s a disorienting blazing sun or a gradually 
building rainstorm obscuring a charging horde of 
zombies. The power of a fully envisioned setting 
can’t be ignored, especially when it resonates on a 
personal level; | absolutely cherish the small-town 
feel, a creepy slice of off-map America that is far 
more gripping in its intimate terror than our usual 
big-city war scenes. 

And how about those sniper rifles? | can think 
of few moments this year more fun than peaking 
through a window, facing down a soulless evil 
sprinting in a pack to pull my team apart, and rip- 
ping every single one apart with one satisfying shot 
after another. Whatever the definition of fun, | can’t 
forget how much laughter | experienced playing 


Left 4 Dead 2 with friends. 
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PixelJunk Shooter System: PS3 Developer: Q-Games Publisher: SCEA ESRB: | Available: December 
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ixelJunk Racers was alright, PixelJunk 
Di: was a pint-sized classic, 

PixelJunk Eden was a neat idea that wasn’t 
quite up to full potential, and now we have the 
fourth release in the venerable PixelJunk circuit— 
PixelJunk Shooter: The Depths of Disaster. A more 
fully developed, less abruptly ended experience 
would have put this latest Junk at the top of the 
pack. What we’ve got here is one exceptionally 
unique, slickly inventive shooter that further 
reinforces that the downloadable space is where 
the surprise treasures wait to be discovered. 

PixelJunk Shooter initially establishes itself as 

a fairly recognizable dual-analog game of quick 
reflex and point-and-blast-away fun. Your little 
ship looks almost organic, like an alien bug sent 
to eradicate a garden of pesky creatures. Enemies 


| like that PixelJunk Shooter is 
a game of constant collection. 





spread out in basic attack patterns, spin from the 
corners of the screen, burst from lava flows and 
rocky, serpentine terrain. They must be killed— 
you pick them apart with either a seeking missile 
stream or rapid-fire shots. The ship will heat up 

if you leave the missiles on for too long or take a 
quick hit, adding a nice little patch of strategy to 
the mix. If you happen to push things too far or 
get attacked and react quickly enough, you can 
guide your falling ship into a cooling pool of water 
(or similar properties) for what is essentially a 
creative way of managing a health meter. 

The game is tuned down to a slower pace than 
you might be used to, because in some ways 
this is as much an adventure as a frantic shooter. 
The screen, rarely filled with an overly aggressive 
amount of enemies, frames a labyrinthine level 
structure that requires as much object avoidance 
and minor puzzles and discovery as pulling the 
trigger. The three main sections are individually 
themed —water, fire, ice, oil— building the space 
out of elements that counteract each other as you 
blast out aqueducts and carve tunnels to flood 
surrounding areas. Knock out a wall trapping a 
lava flow into a section flooded with water and 
you turn everything into solid mud; do the same 
to ice and you’ve now got water. Toward the 
latter part of the game, streams of hot oil require 
magnetic fields to push the flow in the direction 
you need to contain. A big part of PixelJunk 
Shooter is manipulating these cavernous 
environments to move forward without getting 
destroyed by a destructive fluid. 

| like that PixelJunk Shooter is a game of 
constant collection. You suck up pellets and 
expose diamonds in the walls and hiding inside 
the materials you are chipping away at, gobbled 








up with your ships little grappling line; to move 
beyond each board’s boss finale, a certain 
amount of diamonds must be looted. Adding 

to the collection elements, trapped scientists 
wave for help in the treacherous corners of the 
screen, waiting to be picked up before getting 
attacked by surrounding enemies as well as 

the elements often flowing nearby. The physics 
applied to the pooling liquids are a neat touch that 
communicates a sense of weight and dimension 
to the static aesthetic, flowing off your ship and 
bouncing around with impactful presence. If you 
make a mistake or fire an errant shot and killa 
helpless miner, it’s painfully cute watching them 
scream to their death and fall, bobbing as they 
drown. 

Q-Game’s decision to put all this into context 
makes Shooter that much more enjoyable, telling 
of an alien world where monsters have come to 
lay the smack down on these researchers out for a 
new source of energy. The subterranean space is 
rich in its minimalism, effectively atmospheric for 
such a visually abstract game. The original sound 
track by High Frequency Bandwidth brushes 
up against a little too much hipster cool, but the 
entire package really works wonderfully well. Go 
co-op and you’ve got even more reason drop 
PixelJunk Shooter your PSN collection. play 
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“)was once what you are, and what ! am you wilt become” " 
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ssassin’s Creed 2 is a game of moments— 
the grand sense of wonder of perching on 
towering peak overlooking an ancient city 
in Italy; the disquieting rush of planting a blade si- 
lently into the back of the next target; the satisfac- 
tion of bounding up a corridor of tombs and feeling 
a sense of genuine acrobatic accomplishment at 
the vertiginous top. Assassin’s Creed 2 can be an 
awesome game at times, a wonderfully ambitious 
game, and an emotionally charged experience that 
stands as one of the year’s strongest. It’s a mightily 
complex game, where those great moments are 
sometimes thrown off by a handful of mistakes. 

Here is a game that does so much right, and 
enough wrong to warrant a wellspring of critical 
debate. The last game that reminded me of this 
kind of personal mixed emotion was Fallout 3— 
another magnificent adventure that soared at 
its best, was off-putting at its worst, and one of 
my favorite gaming experiences of that year. 

One of Assassin’s Creed 2’s mixed successes 
is its storytelling. Feeling as if you are an intimate 
part of the warring families in Renaissance Italy 
can be another one of those immersing moments, 
exciting with unexpected twists of character 
and plotting. Games often struggle to make their 
narrative drama make sense within the mechanical 
gameplay drama, but Assassin’s Creed 2 does a 








good job establishing a world that feels complete. 

But inside this enormous space of story and 

active play, you come across an occasional slip of 
banalities, hollow ideas and a clumsiness that drag 
Assassin’s Creed 2 back down to reality—you are 


playing a video game that is a fractured work of art. 


It can be both beautiful and inelegant, a little 
special yet forced—like when side missions are 
fun but nonsensical, when conversations have 
the crash-test dummy look, 
and when a task feels like a 
grinding chore for nothing 
more than loot. All is right ' 
when you’re climbing up . 
an architecturally intriguing 
building, up and over a 
Classic piece of art work 
on the wall, and bounding 
through the rafters seeking the blood of the next 
assassination mark. These targets may be soulless 
and faceless—we still can’t quite get a game story 
to make us feel much—but | can’t remember 
the last time | consistently felt an uncomfortably 
satisfying tinge continually killing my gaming prey. 
There are more than just slick animation routines 
selling the action; the way the gamemakers 
establish a scene, crescendo a sequence, and 
visually frame the world is one of Assassin’s 
Creed 2’s great strengths. | felt something here 
a little unsettling, a little empowering, beyond 
that “awesome, sweet” gaming payoff we 
are mostly used to. | craved the next 
assassination; the game feeds off 
meaty motivation and payoff. 
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It’s interesting, tracking games that want to get 
away from traditional staples like item collection 
and hit points. Fallout 3 was great because you 
were Mario in a post-apocalyptic land, where coins 
were replaced with valuable junk. | like when a 
game puts things in the corners to pick up; | like 
that Assassin’s Creed 2 lingers on treasure chests, 
items, and other valuables as a big part of its 
appeal. This is an exceptional platformer as much 
as an action game—the combat is one of the less 
valuable accomplishments — with a narrative thrust, 
and finding a reward at the end of all those leaps 
and jumps is just So good. Those moments when 
Assassin’s Creed 2 still remembers it’s a game and 
not a movie are ultimately why it’s one of the year’s 
most valuable treasures for your collection. pizy 
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words Heather Anne Campbell 


hen we Say, “It’s a Zelda game. Of course it’s 
going to be good,” what do we mean? Is it 

the level of polish in a Zelda title that makes a 
high score a given? Is it the middle-of-the-road charms, 
the familiar formula? Why are people so passively 
enthusiastic about a Zelda release? At this point, we’ve 
all played this outline before: in an industry where novelty 
is king, why is Zelda still the same game? 

The diminishing sales of the games speak volumes 
about our growing frustration with the franchise. From 
a high point at Ocarina of Time, the series has trailed 
towards lower and lower numbers—only Twilight Princess 
has come close to Ocarina’s seven million sold. And 
considering that there have been ten other Zelda games 
released since the Nintendo 64 ground-breaker, this is 
perhaps a call to action. Rumor has it that the next Wii 
Zelda game will be a reinvention of the series. Until then, 
we’re in for more formula. 

The Legend of Zelda: Spirit Tracks is a solid little title. 
There’s not much to complain about ... but then again, 
there’s not much to praise. The things we can single 
out about Spirit Tracks—the smart puzzles, the cute 
dialogue, the well-designed dungeons—these are the 
same things we champion in other Zelda titles. And when 
you keep parading out the same trophies, they start to 
lose a little of their luster. 

In Spirit Tracks, set one hundred years after Wind 
Waker and The Phantom Hourglass, a new blonde- 
haired youth is setting out across the land to fight an 
old evil. Here, Link is an aspiring train engineer, and his 
locomotive rides on the tracks that bind this ancient foe, 
the Demon King. Each time Link beats a dungeon, he 
unlocks another set of tracks, allowing him to conduct 
his cannon-equipped train into new territory. In a first for 


All the charm, all the polish. All the thoughtful 
_ puzzles ane 
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The Legend of Zelda: Spirit 


the series, Zelda actually accompanies Link, possessing 
the Phantoms that occupy the dungeons. By controlling 
these Phantoms, Zelda helps the green-clad apprentice 
engineer through previously impassible obstacles. 

Like in Phantom Hourglass, Link (or whatever you 
choose to name him) is manipulated via the stylus— 
you’re not so much moving him as you are directing 
where he should go in a second or two. In many ways, 
this mapping out of future action serves as a good 
metaphor for the game as a whole: Whether it be in 
the dungeons themselves, or by drawing hints on the 
map, the player is often planning what happens next 
as opposed to what’s happening right now. Players 
who enjoy direct access to their characters will find 
themselves as frustrated as they were in Hourglass, but 
the set-up is generally successful. As for me, | prefer 


...Me? Go with him? 





being able to control my avatars. | want my button 
presses to correspond to on-screen action. Using the 
stylus to direct Link and the spirited Zelda isn’t satisfying, 
but it’s not a question of function. It’s one of preference. 

Happily, the sequences where the stylus works in 
novel ways are plentiful—tracing out maps based on 
memory, or guiding Link through invisible areas are worth 
mentioning, because they play to the strengths of the 
scheme. And it’s not just the DS’ sensitive screen that 
gets worked; we also get to blow into the mic. There’s a 
whole slew of collectible items, side quests, and quirky 
inconveniences that make Spirit Tracks into a Zelda 
game. I’ll even add that the voice acting—limited as 
it is—always brings a smile to my face. Yep, |’d rather 
have this half-grunted, weirdly vocalized world than a 
thousand dubbed atrocities. 

The point is, if you like Zelda—if what makes Zelda 
good for you is the Zelda-y stuff that’s always in these 
Zelda games—then you're going to find more of it here. 
All the charm, all the polish. All the thoughtful puzzles 
and gorgeous detail. But if you’re looking for something 
new, you’re going have to wait until the next train arrives. 
This is another The Legend of Zelda game: The formula 
we know, the formula we love. play 
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sizeable number of staff from CD Projekt 
A:: another big Poland-based RPG de- 

veloper, Reality Pump (Two Worlds), have 
struck out alongside two longtime Polish game 
journalists to form Flying Fish Works. The studio’s 
first game is Hellion: Mystery of the Inquisition, a 
dark and boldly controversial medieval first-person 
shooter for PC, 360 and PS3, and it’s coming 
along very nicely. 

Hellion thrusts players into the heart of 13" 
century medieval Europe during a time of chaos, 
cruelty and transitioning beliefs. The protagonist 
is Godric in this tale of man and faith. Born in 
1198 in Glastonbury, England, Godric is the 
son of Alric, one of Europe’s most prominent 
knights and an instrumental figure in the Third 
Crusade— earning favor with both peasants and 
high ranking ministers of the Holy Roman Church. 
Young Godric displays all the potential of his 
father, but before he can master Alric’s teachings 
of battle and diplomacy, he witnesses his murder 
at the tender age of ten. Raised by an uncle who 
fostered his battle prowess, Godric, driven by 
grief and determined to end corruption, departs 
England after his eighteenth birthday. 

We enter Hellion in 1219. Godric has been 


making a name for himself across the lands, 
cutting through thieves and brigands with his 
sword and exposing political schemes with wit 
and conviction. He has joined the Domincans, an 
ancient sect of wandering monks, after earning 
their trust as a sword-for-hire. The old monks fan 
the flames of Godric’s theological talents and 
eventually teach him how to wield one of Hellion’s 
primary gameplay elements: Exorcism powers. 
A high ranking cardinal learns of Godric’s talents 
and exploits, and quickly consults Rome. They 
decide that Godric may be the ultimate tool of 
righteousness; precisely the agent the Inquisition 
has been looking for. 

Like a cross between Lancelot, Constantine, 
and a Confessor from Terry Goodkind fantasy, 
Godric is an uncompromising killing machine 
equipped to identify truth and purge heretics 
from the land. The perspective is first-person, 
and Flying Fish is committed to wildly immersive 
combat. The grim inquisitor favors sword, dagger 
and crossbow. He’s not about knightly pomp, 
nor is the combat mindless hack and slash. 
Godric efficiently rolls out basic attacks, power 
strikes, opening thrusts and brutal finishing 
moves. He defends using tactical blocking, 
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parrying, and counter-attacks with precise twitch 
contact results, so imperfect blows that connect 
too early or too late result in dynamic real-time 
vulnerabilities. 

Enhancements will improve the lethality of 
Godric’s sword and ranged weapons alike. 
Shooter-style attach points allow you to—for 
example— install defensive blades on the front 
of a crossbow, just in case an enemy gets too 
close while you’re reloading. Godric pairs these 
progressive warrior skills with the supernatural 
powers taught to him by the Dominican monks. 
Exorcism is the highest form of spiritual authority 
that Godric wields, and Hellion embraces it as 
both gameplay and storytelling tool. He can invoke 
arcane vision to detect auras in the surrounding 
world, or stare into the souls of men and women 
to learn their true intentions. And when Godric 
discovers a sub-culture of ominous worship, he 
summons the power to expel spirits from the 
possessed and banish demons back to Hell. 

Early on, our inquisitor travels to a Cister- 
cian chapel in the beautiful English countryside, 
showcasing Hellion’s detailed terrain and bustling 
ambient life. He’s searching for a lost tome that 
details the practices of a resurgent pagan sect. 
The scene suddenly explodes into battle, the 
story takes on a dark and apocalyptic twist, and 
soon you’re given an opportunity to wield Godric’s 
upgradable holy powers. It’s another step down 
a road to redemption for the worthy and endless 
penance for the damned. 
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Hot rod: The 
Genesis desktop 
can be loaded 
with supreme 
components, like 
triple GeForce GTX 
285s, up to 12 GB 
of memory, and six 
terabytes of hard 
drive storage. 


ometimes there’s too much talent 
under one roof, the cream rises to the 
top, and new ground must be broken. 
Such is case of Origin, a new power player 
in the elite gaming PC market, as 14 of its 
15 founders arrive by way of long tenures 
at Alienware. Origin’s expert PC builders 
are deeply invested in the components and 
quality control of every custom liquid-cooled 
desktop and dual GPU laptop they assemble, 
and this technical proficiency is matched by 
a love of gaming. 

“All of us are huge gamers,” Origin’s CEO, 
Kevin Wasielewski, assures me. The fifteen 
year game industry veteran has been smitten 
since childhood, beginning with a Pitfall 
obsession on Atari 2600. Many years and 
games later, favorites like King’s Quest, Zelda 


ORIGIN 





and Metroid, Kevin’s mother would bring 
home a shareware copy of Doom, forever 
binding him to the industry he was raised 
on. Chatting with Kevin in late November, 
following Origin PC’s official launch, his 
enthusiasm is clearly intact: “What a great 
time to be a gamer! Last night | played 
Assassin’s Creed 2, the night before Left 
4 Dead 2, and the night before that CoD 6 
[Modern Warfare 2]!” 

It’s hard to deny the collective experience 
and gaming passion that Kevin and his 
fellow Origin founders bring to the table, but 
the proof is in the proverbial pudding, and 
here that means superior gaming PC design 
and support. Let’s say you’re taking home 
Origin’s flagship gaming and DJ laptop, the 
EON18. This stunning beast ships with a 
glorious 18.4-inch full HD widescreen, with 
images pumped out of twin GeForce GTX 
280Ms, high-def 7.1 surround sound with 
optical output, optional dual-layer Blu-ray 
burner, wireless a/g/n networking, and a /-in- 
1 memory stick reader. You can scale the 
EON’s CPU configuration all the way up to a 
raging Core 2 Extreme Quad QX9300, slot-in 
up to 8-gigs of RAM, and equip up to three 
blazing fast 160 GB solid state hard drives. 
An optional integrated TV tuner allows one to 
harness this power as a hybrid DVR. 

If you have good manufacturing partners 
and resources, as Origin has, ensuring that 
these parts are housed in top-grade materials 
is par for the course, emphasized by the 
EON’s awesome full size keyboard: complete 
with comprehensive multimedia touch 
controls and eight built-in programmable 
gaming buttons. It’s almost like the best of 
the Logitech and Razer gaming keyboards 





| morphed into sleek notebook form factor, 


and the backlit keys are purportedly ultra 
high-grade—built to withstand a gamer’s 
beating. This code of quality follows through 
to the pre-ship testing process: unlike 
Origin’s peers, who typically run 24 hour 
tests, this team adheres to a rigorous 72 hour 
benchmark burn-in to ensure components 
are ready for a long life of service. 

As with Origin’s elite Genesis desktop 
series, the EON18 laptop may be designed 
with 100% user customized paint job, 
lighting and cover logo, so no Origin PC 
will look alike. Laptop DJs could highlight 
their name in lights, and general hardware 
enthusiasts can achieve ultimate device 
personalization. Origin lets you select from 
leading cases for its powerful water-cooled 
desktops, or you can assemble a totally 
customized Genesis chassis flanked by 
industry-leading Killer Paint airbrush artwork. 

We’re spending a few weeks as caretakers 
of a spectacular customized Origin PC over 
the holidays, so be sure to check back next 
month for new views, select benchmarks, 
and based on what we’ve seen so far, much 
rejoicing. Play 
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A bridge to anywhere 


words 


to boldly go where no one has gone before as 

soon as February 2010, but Star Trek Online has 
locked-in its coordinates to that quickly approach- 
ing Earth date. This is exciting new persistent online 
territory for diehard Trek fans, taking the franchise 
into massively multiplayer form and extending the 
storyline to thirty years post-Star Trek: Nemesis era, 
as the Alpha Quadrant once again falls into a state 
of flux. A rendezvous in San Francisco with Cryptic 
Studios’ executive producer Craig Zinkievich will be 
of great assistance to future captains probing STO’s 
core gameplay and dedication to the license. play 


| didn’t expect Cryptic Studios would be ready 


Interview 


Craig Zinkievich, Executive Producer Cryptic Studios 


Play: Since we’re diving right into the game, let’s start 
with a question about the Cryptic engine. This is the 
continuation of homegrown tech you’ve been iterating 
since City of Heroes. What version are you at for Star 
Trek Online? 

Craig Zinkievich: We haven’t really versioned it. I’d love 

to say that we were so organized we have these lovely 
versions —like “3.5”! But no, we don’t. It’s technology that’s 
really been growing over time, re-written and developed over 
the last few years. Functionally, it’s very mature in STO; an 
up-to-date version of the same engine Champions Online is 
running on. 


| could tell. Very clean shaders, bright colors, high 
saturation... And of course a mad character creator! 
Where do players start? 

Initially you’re looking at two selections: Klingon or Starfleet. 
Then you pick your species, which is any of the known ones 
in Star Trek lore. Or you can use the Species Creator, and 
create whatever you can and desire, then add that to the 
universe. The content, really, it’s been designed to make you 
feel like you’re in one of the TV shows, or in one of the films. 
The breadth and the variety. We even call our mission arcs 
“episodes,” and like the TV shows and movies, you’re never 
in one place for any extended period of time. 














That’s totally part of the Star Trek allure. You always had 
the ongoing character drama, but there was constantly a 
new space sector, a new enemy, some new threat. 
Exactly. We have you truly exploring space, then you’ll beam 
down to a planet, maybe rescue some scientists, go back 
up to a critical space station, then back to your ship for a 
climactic space battle—and always moving the plot along. 


The mix of tactical ship gameplay and a real avatar 
ground game is one of the big draws for me. I’ve been 
waiting for a space MMO to focus on both. You have 

a pretty deep resource game in there as well. Do you 
spot resources using your ship’s scanners—like on the 
mini-map? 

We're actually still tweaking that, but for now we’re keeping 
those off the mini-map. What you do instead is contact your 
senior science officer and he tells you how many are left in 
the system, and you get to go out, explore and find them. 











The shows and movies 
were all about the 
people, right? About 
who's on the bridge and 
what they know. 


Craig Zinkievich, Executive Producer Cryptic Studios 


How much do you really need to explore to find them? 
Are they procedurally generated, or in static spots that 
you can camp? 

For all the hand-crafted episodic content, they’re pretty 
much hand-placed and don’t return unless you reset 

the map. For space exploration, those are procedurally, 
algorithmically generated, so they show up all over the 
place. That’s where, if you’re really into the exploring and 
harvesting, if you really want to do crafting —like back at 
Memory Alpha, you’re going to start doing a lot of the star 
cluster zones. A typical system might have a couple of 
spots, while the clusters— gold mines—might have a half 
dozen! 


This is where coordinates come in. They’re almost like a 
form of currency for a captain. It’s all about coordinates 
when you’re a space explorer... 

For sure. When you venture into a star cluster, and we’re 
algorithmically and procedurally generating discovery 
content for you, you get to keep those coordinates. They’re 
huge sectors saved into the ship’s computer on the bridge; 
we’re playing with the number right now, somewhere 
between five and ten sets. You can even plot and plan 

your journeys. Like it’s really worth keeping a couple of 
exploration coordinates, hit those in a sequence, maybe 
duck into a mission, come back and do more exploration 
and gathering— especially if you’re really into that element. 


In general MMO terms, it sounds like you get a “key to 
the instance”... 
Yes, exactly! It’s just like that. Whenever | go back to this 
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Take a seat: - 


door, give me that instance. But | can also take these 
coordinates and trade them to you, or give them to you. | 
can’t copy them to you, but | can trade them away. Like if | 
know you’re more of an explorer than a fighter and | found 
this great resource map, | can hand it over. 


Interesting as harvesting seems, I’m a fighter, not a 
crafter! To that end, let’s talk more about episodes. | love 
a good party instance. 

The episodes have you constantly going from space to 
ground missions—again, inspired by the TV shows. The 
majority of the content in the game is five-man instances. 
So if you’re teamed-up with four other guys, you’re going 
into the episode with five ships; five squadrons. But we’ve 
added this idea of open instancing. So if I’m the solo player 
and | just teamed up with another guy, and now I’m asked 
to rescue that ship and go into that instance, even if | hadn’t 
progressed that far in the instance, we’re going to get 








teamed up. So it feels like a persistent world and place, but 
you still get that really hand-crafted story feel that moves it 
along. 


You can almost look at it like sending out a distress call 
to a nearby ship... 

Right, exactly. You haven’t progressed so far as to ruin the 
story for the teammate coming in, and they’re going to come 
in and see you fighting these Klingons and say, “Oh damn, 

| have to help this guy fight off the Klingons and figure out 
the rest of the episode together!” The window is pretty short, 
just a few minutes— 


--SO you don’t have ankle-biters that arrive conveniently 
just in time for the boss fight? 

Haha, nobody likes the ankle-biters. It’s not so much about 
that; to me the Star Trek story is incredibly important, getting 
that experience for everyone into the game. Making sure 





people never enter the episode and say, “I have no clue 
what’s going on, and | don’t care...but | hear you’re at the 
boss!” 


Do you set up a lot of mission scenarios where players 
have to secure space around a planet before entering an 
instance? 

Here’s an example from an early episode [We enter a new 
sector in a Federation ship]. So I’m showing up here, and 
the Klingons are telling me | have an evil shape-changer on 
board. They’re demanding that we hand him over or they'll 
attack. We say no. So we’re going to engage these Birds of 
Prey. 


How did the shape-changer get on board in the first 
place? 

| just picked him up back at Earth Spacedock. He came on 
board as a Vulcan ambassador; | don’t know he’s a shape- 
changer and | don’t think he’s one. What initially looks like 
a quick diplomatic delivery task opens up into this complex 
episode that has multiple parts. 


The phasers are slicing into these Birds of Prey! | dig the 
authentic Star Trek weapon sound effects. So how did 
you decide on this form of tactical space combat? 

It’s very much like tall-ships combat. Star Trek isn’t about the 
dogfighter zipping around. These are huge ships. It’s about 
positioning, energy levels, balancing your shields, tactics— 
getting to your enemy’s weakest side, knocking down their 
shields, and taking him out with a photon barrage. 


We’re higher level than most of these Klingon ships 

so they aren’t really making a dent. Will the enemy Al 
always have the balls to take you on, regardless of level 
gap, or at some point do they ignore you? 

Yeah, these guys aren’t really going to hurt us. At some point 
they do start to avoid you, but it’s a pretty large level gap. 
We'll have conning and colors to tell what level they are, and 
also what class they are—whether you’re just charging into 
the run-of-the-mill foe, or if you’re hitting a lieutenant or a 
captain. 

We’re talking space scale here. About how far out is the 
general engage range? 


-: As you upgrade to larger and superior 
starships on your journeys, you can leave old vessels parked back at 
Earthspace Dock where they serve as handy storage. 








The aggro range is right around the attack range, about 

ten kilometers out—where the majority of all weapons in 
the game have their range. There’s kind of a cool lead-up 

to battles right around the 1100M range, where you’re 
assessing the situation, planning first strike. Some weapons 
have a slightly shorter range, but most are about 10K. 


So a fleet of players can really plan a space strike, circle 
around like vultures... 

Not just attacking. | could maybe have my buddy with the 
advanced support class in his ship staying just outside 

that 10K range, but inside my 10K range, and they can 

heal me, transfer shield energy to me. So a lot of good ship 
coordination elements there. 


It’s kind of like the healer and tank. 

Exactly! [Laughs] Well OK, not exactly. These kind of things 
already exist in Star Trek to begin with, so people gravitate to 
that style initially. Then all of a sudden they start to feel how 
it’s different; they see all the other roles in space combat and 
jump on those too. A favorite strategy for the new guy is to 
broadside: get both your weapons firing off, use your energy 
beam weapons to knock shields down, because that’s what 
they’re good at, and use photon torpedoes against the hull, 
where they’re lethal. 


Could you tailor-design a ship to be specialized at 
depleting shields... 

You can upgrade to new consoles for your ship that improve 
how fast you’re able to transfer energy between crucial areas 
in combat. Let’s say I’m in a science ship: | can actually 
target sub-systems for a chance at disabling them. So | 
could disable shields like you said, but engines or weapons 
too. Stalling enemies isn’t a bad tactic considering how 
positional the combat is. 

What are the biggest factors when it comes to molding a 
ship to suit your needs? 


Star Trek isn’t about the 


dogfighter zipping around. 
These are huge ships. It’s about 


positioning, energy levels, 
balancing your shields... 


Craig Zinkievich, Executive Producer Cryptic Studios 


Without a doubt, it comes down to your bridge officers. 
That’s where you’re getting the interesting powers and really 
defining your role. The shows and movies were all about 

the people, right? About who’s on the bridge and what they 
know. You can look at these guys almost like MMO pets, but 
you have absolute control: name them, choose what they 
look, level them up, develop their powers. You start out with 
one, but pretty soon you’ll have more officers than you can 
activate at any given time. It also depends on the ship and 
bridge itself. A smaller battle cruiser, for example, might have 
a tactical seat, an engineering seat, and a science seat on 
the bridge, with three bridge officers running things. 


In that case, what does an officer offer to the cruiser’s 
weapons systems? 

Let’s say my science officer is still an ensign, but she has 
this really cool tachyon beam power that’s great for draining 
shields quickly. She drains, and my other officer... Normally 
a photon torpedo might shoot off one at a time, but | can 
have her load a high yield version that will shoot multiple 
torpedoes the next time | use it. Depending on rank, you 


Mission-critical kits: Where key 
space powers are dictated by your 
bridge officers, ground combat 
receives much of its flavor from field 
kits. Your initial STO career selection 
(Tactical, Engineering or Science) 
will have its role further defined 

by these career-specific items. A 
Tactical player, for example, might 
load stealth in one of his kit slots, 

a debuffing AoE leg sweep in an- 
other, and an upgradeable grenade 
satchel in a third. You're free to mix 
them up between encounters to 
prepare for the next fight. The rar- 
est kit items will have superb bonus 
effects and enhancements. 


load up to 8 of these powers per officer: four for space, four 
for ground. 


How do you keep all the space and ground skills—you 
know—gamey, while still respecting the Star Trek 
franchise? 

There are so many things that adhere to the franchise 

and also readily translate to a game. On this team it’s all 
hardcore Trek fans and hardcore MMO players. Essentially 
we’re trying to make a game that makes us happy. When 
we come up against a challenge, we ask: “What does Star 
Trek want us to do MMO-wise?” And it must make sense in 
both realms. Sometimes we talk about stuff like “tanking” 
or “healing” but that’s because it’s a really easy metaphor, a 
very familiar vocabulary, to discuss the gamey things. 


While we’re MMO-speaking, | like that 
you don’t have anything akin to grinding 
from traditional MMOs. Maybe the 
resource gathering, but I don’t see grind 
parties forming... 

Maybe people will do this a little in the 
exploration content, but there really isn’t 

a need to grind for things. You’re going to 
be moving through the story, experiencing 
what’s going on in the universe. Maybe 

you feel like doing some exploration and 
resources tonight. Maybe you feel like doing 
some PvP all along the neutral zone, and 
you'll go do that instead. Or maybe you 

feel like doing some serious fleet action, 
which is maybe the closest thing to party 
grinding —just because these are massive 
persistent zones for 40-50 players and a huge amount of 
enemies. For example, we have Klingons trying to takeover 
Starbase 24 in the Federation side of one region, and it’s just 
exploding with Klingon NPCs. You go in there alone, you die. 
But if there’s a place you want to party up and roll through 
foes and gain skills, that’s probably where to do it. 

When you’re getting the Star Trek franchise holders to 
approve things, how much of it is gameplay-related? 
They’re mainly interested in us treating the franchise with 








respect. They’re less interested in the game systems. It’s 
more like: What’s going on? What’s the crew’s objective 
here? Do the actors and locations stay true to the license? 
They were pleasantly surprised how many of us on the team 
are real Star Trek fans—it made them feel very comfortable 
right away. 


STO is set 30 years in the future of the current Star Trek 
timeline, so you can probably take a few liberties in the 
interest of gameplay. 

Yeah, sometimes it allows us to introduce certain mechanics 
to the game that are necessary. Like in ground combat: 

you have personal shields, which hasn’t yet showed up in 
the lore on the Federation side. The Borg, of course, have 
personal shields, and other races have them, so we decided: 
OK! Let’s bring that in as an overall mechanic. But there’s 
never a case where we knowingly just say, to hell with 
connections to the lore, let’s do something regardless... 


There are probably times when you’re saying the 
opposite—like, “How great would it be to get 
suchandsuch Star Trek flavor into the game?” 
Constantly. We have the big, well-known places and space 
docks, but we also have planetary social locations that are 
important and cool. Like you gotta’ be able to go to the 
beautiful Beaches of Risa and just hang out, right? You have 
to be able to journey to the Pon Farr pit on Vulcan and take 
it all in! Of course they’re fully NPC populated so they don’t 
feel empty, you also see some vendors here and there, but 
they’re mostly there to immerse, interact with others, and 
slash-emote-dancel play 


Our thanks to Craig and Cryptic Studios for the fine 
exploration of Star Trek Online. Atari reminds us that the 
STO closed beta is still accepting applicants and the 
open beta is right around the corner. Be sure to register 
at the startrekonline.com site for an opportunity to kill 
some Red Shirts before the February launch. 
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Tiger Woods Online can be fired-up anywhere you have a net 


3 full-featured 3D golf sim (roughly Wii-grade complexity, playable 


play online 





Runes of Magic mounts charity drive 


C ited by many as the preferred Western-developed free-to-play alternative 

to WoW, with a multiplicity of familiar influences, Runes of Magic has gar- 

nered over two million users over the last year. Frogster Interactive recoups 
a steady stream of revenue from RoM’s item cash shop, diverting it right back into 
server stability, GM support, and the most recent expansion content, like Storming 
of the Acropolis and the Elven Prophecy. Frogster is giving back in other ways: until 
December 28": a new in-game player mount dubbed “Moa’s Charity Steed” will be 
available in the RoM shop. Frogster donates three Euros to Germany’s international 
Save the Children fund for every Moa mount sold, helping the organization fight for 
children’s rights and education across the globe. Giddy up for a noble cause! 


Frogster donates three Euros to Germany's international 


From August 20th to 
November 4th, 2009, 
there were: 


15,324,922 Quests 
Completed 


254,752 Bosses Killed 


16,265,533 Items 
Celis. 





Save the Children fund for every Moa mount sold 





The best browser golf you've never tried? 


Ui(o1t\vaagt=l.dialemigiom (00 aa(-\vaitalceele lam el-it-mialicmale)|(el-\7 
season, EA is preparing what could well be the fin- 
est browser-based golf game to date: Tiger Woods 
PGA Tour Online. Built within the versatile Unity engine and 


streamed directly to your browser via the Unity player plug-in, any browser 


Sie as a 


connection— whether it’s home, work or at the airport. This is a badd y aie? : 


in crisp computer resolutions) with courses like Pebble Beach, 
St. Andrews, Wolf Creek and TPC Sawgrass. Our experi- 
ence in beta revealed an extremely accessible golf experience 
with intuitive meter or mouse gesture-based swing control, 

a Clean interface for one’s customized golfer, and numerous 
online community features. Why risk a fender bender at 2 a.m. 
outside your mansion? Stay home and practice that swing. 





LAUNCH GAME 


Resume your round anytime, from 














“4 Save the Children | 


Do a good deed, buy a steed! 








est MMO 


Russia's big 
S release 


approaches 


llods Online has been daz- 
A: players and critics alike 

during its second Closed 
Beta Test for the North American 
market. This unusually big-budget 
MMORPG, pegged at over $12 
million, was developed by Astrum 
Nival, one of the Russian Federation’s 
largest online games companies. The Allods studio is the 
team behind the SRPG hit Heroes of Might & Magic V. 
Whether it’s extensive forum discussion about Allods’ 
huge selection of 28 playable classes (MMO specialists 
are beside themselves seeking the perfect build), early 
allegiances forming in the Empire and League factions, 
or outright surprise when it comes to Allods’ optimized 
and stylized visuals, the online RPG is quickly becoming 
the star headliner of Gala-Net’s gpotato.com. December 
updates introduced several new monster types, such 
as screen-filling giant drakes and lumbering arctic yetis, 
while over 300 new story quests arrived to accommodate 
a rising level cap and expansion to the class talent grids 
and trees. Soon players will get a taste of Allods’ epic 
ship-to-ship combat in the astral planes. 





allods. gpotato.com 





Allods is the spiritual successor to Rage of Mages 
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Released by: FUNimation Running Time: 48 min Available: Now 








Short, but sweet. 





girl’s work is never done. 
FUNimation’s latest entry in the 
Gunslinger Girls series consists 
of two full-length episodes released on 
a single disc, Gunslinger Girl — II Teatrino 
OVA. Two. Measly. Episodes. While | 
love the series, and love that FUNi’s 
committed to a property of this quality, 

| couldn’t help but feel like | was back 

in my Geneon days, paying $25 for a 
disc with three episodes on it. The OVAs 
are far from terrible, no, the problem 

is that you only get two of them. 

In case you’ve missed either the 
original series (watch it!) or the sequel, 
[| Teatrino (watch the first one, then 
this one), a Gunslinger Girl is a highly 
trained, ruthless cyborg killer—who also 
happens to be a little girl. Set in Italy, 
the Girls work with the government, 
having been rescued from death and 
given new life as relentless killers. 

Each girl pairs with a handler, an agent 
trained in police and detective work 
as well as in how to manage the girls’ 
psyche. These hit squads, or fratello, 
play a key role in the battle between 
the central government and various 
terrorist and mafia organizations. 

Gunslinger Girl may sound like typical 
anime fare, but really it’s anything 
but. Especially in the first season, the 
series explored the emotional and 
psychological effects of the monstrous 
training the girls undergo, and seemed 
to delight in making the viewer 
uncomfortable with the whole “girls 
with guns” angle. The second season 





returns more to its anime roots, though 
it still has a suitably introspective tone. 

The OVA picks up right where // 
Teatrino left off, and follows a pair of 
fratello (that’s four people, for you 
mathematically challenged folks) as 
they attempt to deal with the aftermath 
of the events of II Teatrino. As such, it’s 
best suited for fans of the series that 
have watched the // Teatrino arc. The 
animation quality and production of 
the OVAs stand up well to the second 
series, but fall far short of the beauty and 
detail of the first season of the show. 
The stories themselves are well told and 
delve deeper into the mind of one of 
the more enigmatic handlers, Jean. A 
brief interview with two of the Japanese 
voice actors rounds out the disc. 

The OVAs offer no new rev- 
elations, no dramatic confessions 
or reversals—just a nice little en- 
core at the end of the concert. Now 
bring on a third season! Bill Gray 
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Released by: FUNimation Running Time: N/A Available: January 19, 2010 
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Linebarrels 





More Fun Than a Barrel of Mecha 











Il say one thing for Japanese anime—these 
studios sure love them their giant robots. 


From Eva to Gundam to Robotech to Voltron, 


if you’re a mecha-head, then anime’s got you 
covered. The latest title to smash its way down 
the pike, FUNimation’s Linebarrels of Iron, ap- 
pears at first glance to be typical of the genre, 






etc. And sure, 
the production 
values are great, 
what with GONZO’s 
mastery of CGI robots and 
hand-drawn technique; 
and the fight scenes are 


suitably awe-inspiring and 
well animated. You’ve seen 
this a thousand times before, 


| but if you stick with it past the first episode, you'll 
| begin to see how GONZO has taken some famil- 
iar mecha tropes and turned them on their head. 

























Of course, to play with convention, you have 
to establish it first, and so we have the typical 
giant-robot anime setup: a pathetic, weakling 
boy, in this case named Kouichi Hayase, has 
been bullied and picked on his entire existence, 
establishing a deep sense of insecurity and 
failure. Said boy has something miraculous 
happen to him: a giant robot falls on him from 
the sky, and, lo and behold, he is the only one 
who can pilot it against a mysterious foe! He’s 
not alone in his fight, naturally, and various 
other giant robot pilots come to his aid, among 
them the icy bespectacled rival; a potential 
love interest or two; the bratty scientist, etc. 


if you’re a mecha fan. 

But wait...is that Kouichi 
rampaging through the city? | thought he 
was supposed to be one of the good guys? 
And, what the?! He’s fighting against his 
best friend? And fighting not only the 
shadowy evil robots, but the good ones 
from the mysterious, helpful organization? 
Unfortunately for the city, and his friends, 
Kouchi lets his newfound power go to his head— 
even beating up the bullies who used to send 
him on petty errands and making himself their 
boss. | don’t know what this says about me, but 
| found it refreshing to see an anime protagonist 

actually take advantage 
of his newfound 
power in some less- 
than-noble ways. It 
humanizes him, gives 
him some depth and 
edginess. 
Linebarrels, by 
the second episode, starts to reveal a little 
more depth and a lot more interest, separat- 
ing itself from “also-ran” mecha status. By the 
fourth (and final, on my screener) episode, | 
was hooked—waiting to see if Kouichi could 
be redeemed, or if he’d always be an insuf- 
ferable, conceited jerk. My guess is that yes, 
he will, just in time to save Japan from the 
afore-mentioned mysterious foe. At that point, 
he’ll probably get a lot less interesting and the 
series a lot more predictable. For the time being, 
however, Linebarrels has my full attention. ply 
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_ Released by: FUNimation Running Time: 325 min Available: Now 





Nabari no Ou 


High School Shinobi 


haracters, ninjas, and worlds 

collide as Nabari no Ou wraps 

up its 24 episode run in its 
second volume, a thinpak from FUNima- 
tion containing the last 13 episodes. 

Protagonist and high-school student 

Miharu has the power of the Shinra 
Banshou, the “ultimate ninja weapon,” 
sealed in his body. As such, he is 
a focal point for various ninja clans 
seeking to co-opt his power. The only 
problem? Miharu doesn’t care about 








Miharu doesnt 
care about 
anything or 
anyone. 


anything or anyone—his chief goal in 
life is to remain apathetic, a stance 
that saves him the trouble of caring 
about the people he’s around. 

By the time part two begins, he’s 
found motivation to care that surprises 
his friends and former teacher. The 
reason? A former enemy turned friend 
named Yoite, who’s slowly dying but 
wishes to be “erased” by the Shinra 
Banshou instead. As the battles grow 
more desperate as the various ninja 
clans seek Miharu, and the stakes 
get higher, Nabari starts to wrap 
up all of the threads it laid out so 
carefully in the first volume, coming to 
a Satisfying, if bittersweet, ending. 

Impeccably animated, with suit- 
ably entertaining ninja action scenes, 
Nabari is Naruto for a slightly more 
sophisticated audience. My only wish 
is that the show left enough room in 
the story for a sequel or two. Bill Gray 
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his beloved Beatrice from eternal damnation 
and we get to witness his undoing, or not... 
sort of. Just watch it. 

There’s nothing more difficult to convey 
in animation than human suffering or 
anything bordering on grotesque, especially 
on a direct-to-DVD budget, yet Dante’s 
Inferno excels at both while offering an 
exceptional script outstandingly brought 
to life by a superb cast. You may notice 
a discrepancy in the animation style and 
Dante’s character design, but it’s all part of 
the plan. 

How do you deliver an animated film 
that lives up to such exalted source mate- 
rial without breaking the bank? Well, if 
you’re Film Roman, the US’s one and only 
producer of “edgy” animation, you divide it 
between South Korea’s Dongwoo and JM 
Animation, Manglobe and Production I.G. 
out of Japan, and Film Roman—a veritable 
who’s who of the animation world. The end 
result? Synchronicity is overrated. 














Ciontenaicice 
fords Dave Halverson 


C The Earth is another form of hell 
and men are its demons” —Lucifer, 
Dante’s Inferno: An Animated Epic 
...| love that line, and the scene in which 
it’s spoken in, both of which are anything 
but typical anime or animation fare. But then 
nothing about Film Roman’s Dante’s Inferno 
elaliesr-ti(e)a sways 0) (er-1p 
Just like with Dead Space, |’ve seen the 
animation based on Visceral Games’ Dante’s 
Inferno prior to playing the game—which 
ironically showed up the same day—and just 
like Dead Space, left me hoping the game 
Ve)6| (0 Mani=co\si0¢- 80] OME DL-1-(0 ele)-(e-mer—ar-liel\vmel(ep 
and then some, so considering the exemplary 







state of this slice of the Divine Comedy, Dante’s 
Taiic\aarem anl0isim o\-me)a(-Bal>)| Me)m-mel- lene 

Based on the story and characters from 
Visceral Games’ upcoming game (based on 
the first part of the Divine Comedy), | can see 
why it’s considered one of the greatest works 
in world literature, even though brushing over 
the original translation | can barely recognize 
the interpretation. | guess deciphering 14" 
Century poetry isn’t one my strong suits. 
DY=ror|e)at=\alavem-lalianrto)amelamisl-meltal— marclslemom-lgle 
my analysis...extraordinary. 

Regarding the adaptation, going into any 
detail without ruining the experience would be 
difficult... Basically Dante goes to hell to free 


E ‘There’ S nothing more e difficult 
to convey in animation than | 

~ human suffering Co) anything — 
| bordering on grotesque. 
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Dead sexy 


t doesn’t take a genius to figure out 

that Rin is no ordinary consultant. 

Both she and partner Mimi drink 
Vodka (or any other libation within arm’s 
reach) like water, she can take even the 
nastiest armed thug or group thereof 
bare handed, and she dies in the first 
scene...as in shot, hand cut off, and 
plummeting off a building dead. Yet, 
she’s good to go the following morning. 

..Definitely not ordinary. Rin buy’s the 

farm twice more before episode 1 is out 
but not before we get a double shot of 
her womanly assets and bear witness 
to a psychotic scientist puncturing 
and piercing her to (bloody) death... 
All in a good day’s work! That’s what 
she gets for taking in a stray amnesiac 
who turns out to be an escaped clone. 
Death, nudity, blood and torture all in 
the first episode! But hold the phone, 
Rin is an upbeat borderline funny 
show. When she’s not dying Rin plays 








the naive, blasé’ wunderkind to her 
subordinate Mimi’s straight man (girl) 
always there to save her from herself. 
The real hook de jour however comes 
in episode 2, and it’s all that anda 

bag of Tonkoku Ninniku pork garlic 
ramen flavored potato chips. | solemnly 
swear to stay tuned. Dave Halverson 


Death, nudity, 
blood and torture 
all in the first 
episode! 
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Sparky White and Sparky Black, a.k.a 
The Zebra Brothers, are the minions of 
Highroller. Their small minds are hapless 
and easily distracted. Still they have 


dangerous powers. 





But nothing compares 
to the Zebra Brothers 
KILLER MOVE 


Their “Drop and Roll” 
escape tactic. 


© 20039 Moonscoop Entertainment, LLC, Telegael Teo. All Rights Reserved 


VVAVVAV A a (2) a0) (Ole ad 





Cartoon Network series launching in January 2010 
Check out the new “Hero:108” MMOG at www.hero1 08online.com. 
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Galaxy Quest 





Paramount Home Entertainment | 
BEZEL 





Both a celebration and send-up of fantasy fandom, 
Galaxy Quest is a terrific movie that only gains 
entertainment value in an era where geeks have inherited 
the earth. This is particularly true now that it’s available 
on Blu-ray, a format that seems to have been made 

for folks who love to pore over minutiae. At the same 
time, however, the seat features all of the same extras 


A pair of heartbroken men—one, a low-level yakuza on 
the verge of retirement (Akira Emoto), and the other a 
straight-laced detective (Kippei Shiina)—travel a lonely 
road en route to the funeral of a woman they both loved. 
Along the way, they trade insults and movie quotes and 
question the validity of each other’s relationship to the 
deceased woman, a suicide whose death may have 
been the fault of one of the men. Director Masahiro 
Kobayashi wears his heart for the French New Wave 
proudly on his sleeve, as shown by his film’s black-and- 











Sy that appeared on a standard-definition version that white photography, jittery editing, and sharp tonal shifts 

| H 2 was released just a few months ago, making some fans from slapstick comedy to psychodrama, often within the 

| €a wonder if Paramount isn’t taking their satirization of sci-fi same scene. Yakuza movie fans who see a photo of the 
properties too far, extending it even to shameless double- leads with pistols pointed at each other Tarantino-style 

Warner Home Video dip home video releases designed to squeeze fans of (Reservoir Dogs is a frequent topic of discussion in the 

their last farthings. But then again, the movie’s motto is film) may not be prepared for the fact that the violence in 

Neen ee “never give up, never surrender,” so thankfully, what’s Bootleg is largely verbal, although the wounds it leaves 

Michael Mann’s ongoing meditations on machismo here is still terrific —including a Sigourney Weaver rap are clearly as lethal as any gun. Paul Gaita 

and honor among adversaries were never more fully or video—while the presentation of both the “real” and real 

satisfyingly realized than in 1995’s Heat, which makes special effects is superlative enough to warrant another 

its Blu-ray debut this month. At slightly less than three viewing. Todd Gilchrist 

hours, the film feels expansive but never sacrifices % 

intimacy, nailing down iconic set pieces (such as the | a 

classic downtown LA shootout) and character details | Fig ht Club 

with equal meticulousness and energy. The movie itself | 

looks gorgeous, giving viewers the chance to get lost in \ Fox Home Entertainment 

the director’s elegant landscapes, while a glut of extras | 

offers a behind-the-scenes look at Mann’s creative | The Prisoner EEE 


process. At the same time, the only difference between David Fincher’s incendiary ‘99 drama gets an upgrade 





this set and previous standard-definition ones is a minute A&E Home Entertainment | with this extras-packed Blu-ray, proving that celebrating 
or two of altered footage—which will be unnoticeable to an anti-consumerist blockbuster is a lot more fun than 
all but the most observant of viewers; but even with a learning from it. Surprisingly, the film loses none of 
familiar slate of bonus content, the film’s a classic, and Even if it occasionally indulges more in its mysteries its power ten years later, thanks in no small part to a 
a must-have precisely for the folks who want to try and than their explanation, Patrick McGoohan’s 1967 BBC transfer that gloriously preserves cinematographer 
pick those differences out. Todd Gilchrist television show The Prisoner is a great idea—a bunch Jeff Cronenweth’s moody images, while multiple 
aenieathien eeteaeianameenmeanaien of them, in fact—that qualifies as a groundbreaking commentaries, including ones by Brad Pitt, Edward 
J 22 genre classic. Newly released on Blu-ray, the svelte set Norton, Fincher, author Chuck Palahniuk and others 
— TOS features all 17 original reveals the sad but undeniable truth about the movie’s 
AL PACING ROBERT DENIRO episodes in order of message—namely, that living with no rules can be just as 


VAL K ia L MER their original air date 

A ec A T (no doubt inspiring 
further debate over 
their chronology). The 

episodes’ blinding 
clarity in remastered 
high definition 
showcases both 


oppressive as living with too many of them. Meanwhile, 
there’s no such thing as too many bonus features, and 

a glut of featurettes and galleries augments the film’s 
meticulous design and conceptualization. Longtime fans 
will no doubt recognize most of the bonus materials from 
the film’s SD home video iteration, but then again, they’re 
the folks will probably also say “I am Jack’s complete 
lack of surprise,” making this disc one of the few things 
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their careful visual : ; : they own they don’t mind owning them, or at least 
inspiring them. Todd Gilchrist 


and conceptual 
construction, - THE COMPLETE SERIES | THE COMPLETE SERIES | 
making it even more . 

maddening once you 
start figuring out that 
the creators aren’t just subjecting Number Six to unholy, 
torturous mind games, but the viewer as well. Meanwhile, 
multiple commentaries, featurettes, documentaries and 
alternate cuts of episodes resolve storylines while starting 
a few new ones at the same time, making this a superior 
substitute for those Lost reruns you’ve been tiding yourself 
over with, even if it’s only because you can actually find 
out how a show ends for a change. Todd Gilchrist 
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ANTICIPATING AVATAR 


lay Magazine isn’t just a games 
PD svicston so | don’t feel too guilty 

lalite\ordlare mi talism orcle [om com tll @r-lelelelt 
something else. I'll figure out a way to 
Kote) om im oy- (1, @iomelb| mur-\\ce)ait-malele)e)’melel miele 
the moment, there’s one thing | want to 
talk about more than any other topic: 
James Cameron’s Avatar. 

As some readers may know, | initially 
went to undergrad to study film. Two 
directors inspired my matriculation: John 
Woo and James Cameron. | wanted to 
Widitcwrelare Mel] c-vo1mr-(o1t(o)amanle)U(—-er-lp(e me 
me these two were the strongest voices 
of the action-movie scene. Sure, | loved 
Mlo)alam (en N(oidar-lammntiare (om m-lnaper-lacemcgrelece lait 
NW F-la eo (-m sto)ai am ar-(om ofe)(=)aitt-1 i (<y00] 0)(e M40) @)(0) B 
But Cameron and Woo were the two men 
directly behind my passion for violent, 
explosive action cinema. 

| was a young, uneducated Midwestern 
girl. | didn’t become a film snob until | was 
Talicere[Ucerzvo Mm com @ial-laliom a€cleliagr-lam-lslemNloicl be 
Luc Godard. Back then, Face/Off was my 
favorite movie of all time, and Terminator 
2 was a brilliant sci-fi ballet. And despite 
my modern, more selective tastes, | 
still saw 20172 on opening day. Die Hard 
was the first Blu-ray | bought. And even 
though | don’t watch it every month, | can 
still quote every single line of Aliens. So, 
you can understand why I’m so excited, 
and so terrified, of Avatar. 

By the time you read this, I’ll know 
whether Avatar is James Cameron’s 
Phantom Menace, or if it’s his Star Wars. 
If it’s his first failure, or his calculated 
fore) ants) ey-(e1,@an © nice)auelar-ic) Nam Man mzelelace| 
in the past, and these words are a time 
capsule of my nervous investment in 
Cameron’s abilities. 

From all reports, Cameron has always 
been difficult to work with. Men have 
been injured on his sets, women have 
sworn off working with him for the rest 
of their lives. So, | can only imagine what 
he’s like behind the scenes now that he’s 
directed the most successful film of all 
time. Perhaps nothing has changed — it 
seems like he’s always treated his crew as 


if he had already made Titanic. He has a 
specific vision, he pursues it. Rather than 
forzl| {ave Mall nee= Ws (10,@m OM 0)¢=1(-)m comin) ial ae) 
him as intense. Sadly, there’s a possibility 
that his, as he called it in Wired, “F**k you 
money,” pushed him over the top, made 
aliaale< a c-(e] lave m es=)'Zevae)er-ltamiarem celelolem! 
tolerate the word “No.” | don't know; | 
haven't interviewed him or his crew. My 
fears are conjecture, my lack of faith 
based on snippets of the film that are 
completely out of context. 

My reservations are also based in the 
pretext of history. We know that when 
good directors become rich directors, 
their films tend to lose a little something. 
Witness the difference between The 
Wachowski's The Matrix, and their follow- 
up, The Matrix Reloaded. Between M. 
Night Shyamalan's The Sixth Sense 
and almost every movie that he made 
afterward. Between Copolla's Godfather 
series, and, uh, Jack. Absolute power 
poisons the creative process. 

My anxiety seems confirmed by the 
less- than-moving trailer. Without the 
benefit of mile-high IMAX screens and 
3D glasses, Avatar doesn't capture my 
imagination the way | want it to. The big 
blue aliens aren't what | expect from the 
yevere) ave mexe)anl|ave Me) im @r-lan(-1¢0)aMm A= (-7-(0mUal~) 
whole thing described on the internet as 
Fern Gully with design by Deviant Art. 
Yet, despite the vocal constituent that's 
bashing Avatar before it arrives, the trailer 
is the most viewed of all time on Apple. 
com. 

lf you recall, everyone was skeptical 
about Titanic. | wasn't. | was there on 
opening night. So, based on Cameron's 
track record alone, | bought my tickets for 
Avatar several months in advance. Dead 
center seats for myself and three of my 
friends on a giant IMAX 3-D screening on 
opening day. 

As a gamer, I'll say that the plot excites 
AAs Wenrlamere)alaicreitomcom- Mi iacer-lmelerehy 

and sets off on a glorious adventure. 

Why, that sounds an awful lot like a video 
game! What's more, Jake Sully can't bring 





himself to betray the world he's been sent 
to spy on. In fact, he falls in love with 

it. We've heard about World of Warcraft 
V=1 =) ¢-laicws elovere) en) ale Mi Kole exe) a) a(=\e1(-c0 mcomtal— 
virtual space to leave it— losing their 
jobs, their families, and their lives in the 
process. Could Avatar be a cinematic 
aateitzle)aveance)@nd(e(-cemrel-laalom-vele|(entlo) airs 
Sure, Cameron wrote his treatment for 
Avatar in the 1990s, but it's not like we 
weren't aware of the power of video 
games when we were playing Ocarina of 
Time on Nintendo64. 

In many ways, Avatar the movie is 
Avatar the video game. No, I'm not 
referring to Ubisoft's Avatar: The Video 
Game. | mean that Avatar's world is 
actually virtual. Cameron shot the film 
with a fancy camera that would allow 
him to see his computer-generated set in 
real-time, giving him the freedom to move 
alisurc\eice)acer-1ce)0lae m-s)ey-(e:-miar-l mel (elas 
actually exist. It's a system that renders 
the set as the camera moves. We're at 
an exciting time, people. Assassin's 
Creed: Lineage is the first film to share 
assets with its video-game counterpart. 
Cameron's camera gives him access to 
his imagination as he shoots. We're at the 
door of the Holodeck, friends. Cameron is 
Kore) clave mtalcolecelamiar-mUiare le) Am Am comele) igre 
iome(-)m com y-| @ameleisinemelela@ilicliletioce 

| wish | were still in film school, 
because | bet I'll have a lot to write about 
on December 18th, 2009. Happily, | have 
an outlet for my thoughts, and I'll write 
a follow-up on Avatar in our next issue. 
There's only so far | can prognosticate 
without having access to the film, the 
script, the sets. | want the skeptics to be 
wrong; | want the teenager who studied 
cinema because of Cameron to,be right. 
| suppose if Avatar sucks, I'll still have 
the rest of the movies that Cameron's 
crafted over his relatively short career. But 
wouldn't it be more awesome if it were 
awesome? | mean, the man's going to 
fol igsvermeslale-laliaatswevel-le)r-tle)amal-)¢em Mom (e)—all 
if Avatar meant that everyone lined up for 
Battle Angel Alita, come 2013. pey 
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